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ABSTRACT
Grall, Jeremy Noel. PhD. The University of Memphis. May 2017. From
Impressionism to Impressions: Intertextuality, Rhetoric, and Signifyin’ in John
Coltrane’s Impressions. Major Professor: Kenneth Kreitner, PhD.
Often the term improvisation gives the impression that the music spontaneously
materializes from nothing; however, how spontaneous is it really? David Borgo aptly
characterizes this conundrum, “To improvise requires the capacity to act, and, for it to
mean anything at all it must surely be ‘about’ something, a common definition of
intentionality.” Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s Discourse on Music discusses this intent and its
place within a larger societal context through his adaptation of Molino’s tripartition. This
is a process in which our broader aesthetic valuation of style influences our creativity and
is reflected in a tangible piece of music, which is then passed on to subsequent
generations. I contend that evidence of this transference is best seen within a works direct
and indirect musical borrowing. Further, that it is in how a work uses topics, melodies,
and motives that its rhetorical structure and meaning emerges.
In this paper I analyze how remnants of Maurice Ravel’s Pavane pour une infante
défunte are transferred and evolve within Morton Gould’s Pavanne, Bert Shefter’s “The
Lamp is Low,” Miles Davis’s So What, and finally into John Coltrane’s and Wes
Montgomery’s performances of Impressions. I contextualize how a performer’s
immediate set of influences, as well as broader societal and economic influences, impact
the assimilation, transferal, and evolving novelty in John Coltrane’s Impressions. This
culminates in an analysis that discusses how the intertexts between these works can be
viewed through both classical rhetoric and rhetorical “signifyin’.”
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CHAPTER 1: FIRST THOUGHTS
When I was interviewing for my first assistant professor position at Nashville
State Community College in 2005, I had to present a teaching demonstration that would
illustrate teaching non-traditional, non-music majors about a topic in western art music.
My lecture was called “Six Degrees of Separation: Richard Wagner to Radiohead in Two
Easy Steps.” In this lecture, I compared musical borrowing to the “Kevin Bacon Game.”1
The Kevin Bacon Game requires one participant to choose any actor while the other
person then has to try to link that actor to Kevin Bacon. For example, if one were to say
“Peter Fonda,” the other person could respond, “Peter Fonda was in Easy Rider with Jack
Nicholson, who was in a Few Good Men with Kevin Bacon.” In this case, however, I
substituted composers to show how musical borrowing can happen directly and
indirectly. In this instance, the two steps were that Wagner composed Vorspiel in Tristan
and Isolde, from which Paul Lansky used the Tristan chord as compositional material for
his Milde und Leise, which was then sampled by Radiohead in the song Idioteque. While
my lecture covered of the major aspects of Richard Wagner’s biography and style that
one would expect in a music appreciation course, my goal was to create a narrative on
which to hang Wagner’s biography and musical accomplishments. Accordingly, this was
meant to encourage the students not only to consider the historical facts about a piece but
also to think of a works often unspoken musical signification.

1

The Kevin Bacon Game or the Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon is attributed to the 1994
newsgroup entitled, “Kevin Bacon is the Center of the Universe.” Similar sites included, “The Oracle of
Kevin Bacon,” http://www.oracleofbacon.org.

1

The inspiration for this lecture came from three quotations about art and writing
by Flannery O’ Connor, James Joyce, and Jacques Derrida that have consistently stuck
with me. In Conversations with Flanner O’ Connor, she was asked about where the ideas
for a story and the complex meanings behind them come from. O’Connor responded:
You don’t prove anything when you write a story…You don’t begin with a
system. You can forget about the system. There are things you believe; they may
affect your writing unconsciously…You don’t have a blueprint. You don’t take
out a system or the diagram, or anything like that. But, it’s part of your
experience, and by virtue of that, is part of your story, drawn from life experience
or predicament, will in a sense be quite relative to this, and will be interpreted in
terms of that which is subconscious at the end. This is the inevitable situation with
all of us, and this gets around the idea of the blueprint approach.2
O’Connor’s statement provides insight into the creative process and how we
assign meaning to the product of it. Specifically, when an artist creates a work, they
understand form, but during the process itself, what is created is a subconscious amalgam
of all our experiences and knowledge. Further, that meaning of the work itself may or
may not even be in the immediate consciousness of the artist.
Similarly, about Ulysses James Joyce refers to his use of stream-of-consciousness
and endless allusion in the following manner, “I’ve put in so many enigmas and puzzles
that it will keep the professors busy for centuries arguing over what I meant, and that’s
the only way of insuring one’s immortality.”3 From this we can further infer that the
allusions within Ulysses can be both conscious and unconscious. While both of these
quotations are about writing, they are equally applicable to the creative process of
musical composition and improvisation.
2

Flannery O’ Connor and Rosemary M. Magee, Conversations with Flannery O’ Connor
(Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1987), 29.
3

Richard Ellmann, James Joyce (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 521.

2

But what of the meaning of a work once it is out in the world? Derrida discusses
writing as a system of signs that can be described as a signifier (words) and the signified
(the meaning behind the words). About this relationship Derrida says:
We are disturbed by that which, in the concept of sign—which has never existed
or functioned outside the history of [the] philosophy [of presence]—remains
systematically and genealogically determined by that history. It is there that the
concept and above all the work of deconstruction, its ‘style,’ remain by exposed
to misunderstanding and nonrecognition.4
In context of Derrida’s broader concepts of structuralism and deconstruction, this
can be interpreted more simply as follows: While an artist is linked to their work and its
meaning, they are simultaneously separate from the work that they create. Further, once
the sign is out there, it not only contains of all the history that came prior but also takes
on new meaning as it takes on a life of its own—even if it is through misinterpretation or
if it is not even apparent to the audience. In music there are numerous examples of
allusion and borrowing that audiences are frequently unaware. For example, while the
2013 song Get Lucky by Daft Punk and Pharrell Williams reached number 1 on various
charts throughout the world, few people recognized its numerous usages of borrowing.
For example, the video for the song features the backdrop of the ending scene of George
Lucas’s 1970 film THX 1138 in which the protagonist has just escaped from a dystopian
underground world with J.S. Bach’s St. Matthew Passion as the soundtrack—possibly to
signify the resurrection of humanity.5 Figure 1.1 is from Get Lucky while figure 1.2 is
from THX 1138.
4

Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty (Baltimore: John Hopkins
University Press, 1997), 14.
5

Similarly, Lucas also refers to THX 1138 in nearly every project since. For example, THX
sound design, THX 1138 is the license plate of the yellow deuce coup in American Graffiti, and there are
countless examples throughout the Star Wars movies.

3

Figure 1.1: Daft Punk’s Get Lucky Video Screen Shot

Figure 1.2: Ending of THX 1138
Similarly, the robot persona of Daft Punk is a clear allusion to the early Krautrock
pioneers Kraftwerk, who adopted a robot persona and had robot versions of their likeness
perform in the place of a live band. Lastly, the song Get Lucky, also features producer
and songwriting Niles Rogers, and he clearly borrows the music from the 1970s song
Pretty Baby, which he wrote for Sister Sledge. Not surprisingly, younger musicians have
already begun to borrow from and sample Get Lucky, possibly unaware of its lineage.
Therefore, the signifier, such as song, is separate from what it signifies—or rather what it
means. The meaning itself can be changed not only through its history but also through
the analysis, deconstruction of it, and/or misinterpretation of it.
Together these quotations can be interpreted as that the artists’ own intention for a
work may not only be conscious and unconscious but also that the works meaning
4

changes as it is out in the world. Subsequently, it is the job of the listener/reader/viewer
to consider the intentional and unintentional meaning of art from as many vantage points
as possible, even as they impose their own meaning upon it.
With these ideas in mind, after the Six Degree of Separation lecture the class
discussed the apocalyptic lyrics of Idioteque, the musical techniques, and types of sounds
used to create affect. The students were then asked to write a brief paragraph first
providing their interpretation of the music and lyrics in Idioteque only by what they heard
in the music and the lyrics. Then we discussed the general storyline of Wagner’s Tristan
und Isolde, the musical techniques used, and the emotional meaning. Then the students
were then asked to consider how Radiohead’s Idioteque was indirectly referencing
Wagner’s Tristan chord by using Paul Lansky’s Mild und Leise. The students were again
asked to provide a short paragraph discussing how they personally interpreted the music
given what they now knew about Wagner and Paul Lansky. Specifically, does knowing
the backstory of the Tristan chord and its indirect use of it within Idioteque add
signification to the lyrics?
While I did not realize it at the time, this discussion of the history of Wagner,
Radiohead, and Paul Lansky, the analysis of the music and lyrics, and then crafting a
narrative interpretation that connected this together is intertextuality. This intertextuality
is most simply described as using texts to explain and contextualize other texts.
Almost every paper, book, piece of music, and piece of art contains some sort of
intertextuality—it is the soup of impressions from which our ideas are formed. For
example, even this brief preface contains at least four examples of intertexts. A first
example of intertextuality is in my lecture in which I show direct and indirect influences

5

that contributed to the specific musical structures in Idioteque. A second example was the
where I used the texts by Flannery O’ Connor and James Joyce as a way to describe
where I got the underlying concept for my lecture. While O’Connor and Joyce on their
own are not directly related or immediately relevant to Wagner and Radiohead, they are
used to show influence and to contextualize the framework and structure of the lecture. A
third example of intertextuality was when I described the assignment I gave to students in
which they were to analyze Idioteque pieces using their direct and indirect knowledge of
a piece to form an interpretation. The assignment, while not framed this way to student,
was asking them to create an intertextual analysis.6 Lastly, the format for this preface is
actually also another intertext. Specifically, the form of this preface was inspired by an
interview with Jacques Derrida in which he is asked to define deconstructionism. In the
interview while Derrida is seemingly rambling through preparatory remarks on the way
to his answer, he is actually already providing the answer in the form of a demonstration
of a deconstruction. The interview not only describes deconstructionism, but also
becomes the embodiment of the philosophy it portends to describe. The idea of was that
by allowing myself to be inspired by Derrida, I write an introduction that also serves as a
brief demonstration of intertextuality.
In this paper I provide an intertextual and rhetorical analysis of John Coltrane’s
Impressions. While it would be easy to dismiss Impressions as a simple modal jazz
melody based on two chords, it is contains a universe of allusions and influences. While I
use intertextuality as a tool to discuss Impressions, my narrative analysis is decidedly
more steeped in historical and analytical intertexts. While I do include a narrative
6

While the interview is from the documentary Derrida, Zeitgeist Films, 2002, the specific clip in
question can be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vgwOjjoYtco.

6

analysis, I avoid pushing this concept too far for fear of venturing into story telling with
vaguely connected texts. Further, I have made sure that the intertexts are not as loosely
connected as demonstrated in this preface, but rather are well documented and
demonstrate a clear historical and theoretical connection.
This paper is the result of many years of testing out and honing ideas. Over time I
have found some ideas do not work, while others do. Consequently, I am indebted to the
feedback I have received and the ensuing dialogues that have shaped the conception of
this paper in its present state. One thing that I have realized in this time is that this work,
like all interpretations, will continually evolve.
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Introduction
Often the term improvisation gives the impression that the music spontaneously
materializes from nothing; however, how spontaneous is it really? David Borgo aptly
characterizes this conundrum:
To improvise requires the capacity to act, and, for it to mean anything at all it
must surely be ‘about’ something, a common definition of intentionality. Duke
Ellington famously remarked: “Improvisation? Anyone who plays anything worth
hearing knows what he’s going to play, no matter whether he prepares a day
ahead or a beat ahead. It has to be with intent.”1
In the broadest scope, where this conscious, or paradoxically unconscious,
intentionality comes from and how it means is at the heart of this paper. In other words,
in regard to musical improvisation, what is at the root of this spontaneity? In David
Hume’s A Treatise on Human Nature he presents the premise that everything we can
imagine has to be rooted in something we have already experienced or perceived in some
manner. Throughout this treatise Hume argues that everything we perceive forms an
impression. These impressions, depending on the strength in which they form those
impressions, become the basis of our larger conceptual thoughts and understanding of the
world, which Hume calls ideas.2

1

David Borgo, “The Ghost in the Music or The Perspective of an Improvising Ant,” in The
Oxford Handbook of Critical Improvisation Studies Volume 1, ed. George E. Lewis and Benjamin Piekut
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 98–99.
2

David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (1738–1740), ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge and P.H.
Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 1–22. Hume’s overall argument is set forth in this chapter and
the remainder of the treatise is concerned with defending these twenty-two pages. While it may seem
unrelated, or worse pretentious, to cite Hume, it is salient point for this dissertation. It is arguable that
semiotics, modern psychology, and process philosophy are rooted in Hume’s treatise. Further, Hume
influenced the foundational aspects of intertextuality and process philosophy, which are my main
methods of analysis in this paper.

8

It is the interaction between these ideas that forms the code from which we make
our evaluations of the world around us, the musical compositions we listen to, and the
music we spontaneously improvise and contemplatively compose. In other words, all of
the music we make is derived from music we have already encountered. Jean-Jacques
Nattiez’s Discourse on Music illustrates this sphere of influence within his adaptation of
Molino’s tripartition.3 This is a process in which our broader aesthetic valuation of style
influences our creativity and is reflected in a tangible piece of music, which is then
passed on to subsequent generations.
This model of transference of musical style and ideas is quite broad. It does,
however, set forth a framework for considering how musicologists study and write about
music. An extension of this transference is musical intertextuality. In the first chapter of
Michael Klein’s Intertextuality in Western Art Music, he presents a series of statements
that most aptly summarize the basic premises of intertextuality.4 The simplest but most
concise quotation that encapsulates the somewhat amorphous term of intertextuality is,
“The meaning of a poem can only be another poem.”5 Of course the term intertextuality
conjures up many debates on definitions, nomenclature, and on how this can and should
be applied. Nevertheless, intertextuality can generally be described as how texts can be
used to interpret other texts. In music this may mean using multiple works to explain and

3

Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music, (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1990). While many of the finer details of Nattiez’s semiology have been
debated and largely discarded, the underlying tripartition is one of his most enduring concepts. This
subject will be discussed in more detail later within this paper.
4

Michael Klein, Intertextuality in Western Art Music (Indiana University Press, Bloomington,

2005).
5

Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford University Press, New
York, 1973), 94.
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contextualize another work. It may also mean studying the immediate and distant
influences on a composer, style, or piece. For example, while intertextuality is a generic
term of all types of intertextuality, poetic intertextuality refers to the texts an author may
have used, been influenced by, or encountered in the process of creating a musical work.
Esthetic intertextuality refers to the texts that may have influenced esthetics of society,
whereas historical interextuality refers to how musical or written texts influence each
other within a time period. While all of these forms of intertextuality are important in this
paper, transhistorical intertextuality, or how texts relate within several time periods and
provide new interpretation of a work, is one of the most relevant.6 Altogether, these allow
one to form a sort of interpretive narrative analysis of a piece of music. The difference
between intertextuality and other forms of analysis, however, is that it allows for drawing
influences from a broader circle as well as allowing for a much more personalized or
phenomenological interpretation.
Exactly where and how intertextuality falls within the academic study of music is
also open to interpretation.7 For example, throughout Intertextuality in Western Art
6

Klein, Intertextuality, 12

7

Rose Subotnik, Deconstructive Variations: Music and Reason in Western Society
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), xix–xlvii. In this introduction Subotnik presents a
sort of phenomenological narrative to frame the state of musicology by related a story of how her courses,
students, and teaching has changed since she was a student. While the introduction was written in 1996, it
reads as if it could have been written today. She discusses the use of what is referred to as “critical
musicology” or “new musicology” as a way to both connect with modern music and non-music students
who increasingly have little knowledge of classical music technically or historically. Essentially by
appealing to students by delving into the history and social constructs beyond the music itself. While I
find the book and its concepts beautifully provocative in some respects, this paper is not meant to fall
within line of thinking. In practice, it is questionable to what degree her concept of new musicology has
been misconstrued. In Rose Subotnik’s keynote address at the 2009 CarMAC International Music
Analysis conference, she stated that her writings on musicology are frequently misinterpreted. As
similarly stated in her introduction, she reiterated that in practice critical musicology was a tool to be used
with among other tools. Further that her brand of critical musicology was somewhat of a response against
the intensely intramusical analytical practices that had become prevalent in music theory and a narrowly
historical approach. I interpreted her keynote as advocating for a mid-point between traditional historical
musicology, music theory, and literary citicism.
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Music, Klein is continually confronted with reconciling critical/new musicology with
music theory, which has progressively tried to distance themselves from each other.8 His
conclusion is that influence and relationship between works can be seen within a sphere
of influence around a particular composer and work. This influence can be very specific,
such as direct musical quotation, a general influence of style and motive, or
unconsciously in a vague manner that may not even be recognized by the composers
themselves. This means that an interpretation of a work is not solely dependent on the
intention of the composer or performer. In metaphorical terms, the experiences that form
the often-amorphous soup of creativity are not solely dependent on direct causal relation
but can be formed without direct intention. Further, this comprehensive understanding of
these musical texts is equally dependent on our historical, structural, and narrative
interpretation of them.9
Interwoven within Nattiez’s and Klein’s discussions of how creativity in music is
passed along are the semiotic meanings that can found within the music structures
themselves. These specific forms, motives, and melodies are signs that often signify a
8

Within this chapter Klein also considers how intertextuality fits within the evolving definitions
of musicology and music theory. I solidly place this paper within Klein’s camp, which sees structural
analysis that seeks to find meaning within the musical structures, often without regard to historiography,
as limited. Further that purely critical musicology, which often eschews the use of structural analysis in
pursuit of interpretive analysis, is has limits. Instead, I aim to use equal parts historical musicology,
critical musicology, and deconstructive structural analysis.
9

Joseph Kerman, Contemplating Music (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 147–48.
Similar to critical or new musicology, intertexuality has similar issues due to its placement between
music theory and positivistic musicology. Kerman’s Contemplating Music outlines the various factions of
musicology, theory, and the then emerging critical musicology. Kerman, as well as Leo Treiler who are
often considered early pioneers of critical musicology, he appears to take a middle of the road approach—
glean the best from all perspectives and implement. Specifically, Kerman notes Subotnik is that
positivistic musicology does a disservice to the research by never addressing the fact that despite the
writer’s best efforts, they are always present. Consequently, whether or not the writer likes to admit it or
not, they are always adding historical criticism. Not addressing that fact, it they are disingenuous. Further,
she states that no one in critical musicology has truly made a real impact as of 1981. While Kerman lauds
her approaches to musicological criticism, he laments Subotnik’s “pessimism,” which is arguably a
negation of Kerman’s work up to that point.
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deeper reading of the music and history that surrounds it. Structural and generative
linguistics provide detailed interpretive systems to deal with the semiotics of a work. For
my purposes, however, I contend that topic theory and its terminology is more suited for
a musicological interpretation of a work. While structural and generative semiotic
analysis provides a detailed system for deciphering the more specific structures and their
meaning, topic theory is arguably more suited to looking at the broader historical
connections of a work. Two related areas of this are intertextuality and rhetoric.
Within this paper I use intertextuality and rhetoric to study the assimilation and
transference of style between composed and improvised music. In other words, where do
the ideas come from and how and what is a composer trying to “say” when responding to
their influences? Finally, I take a step back for a broader narrative reading that addresses
the larger rhetorical network of relations.
While my broadest quixotic goal is to determine a sort of truth that hopefully
reflects some universality about the discourse of music and musical meaning,
intertextuality and rhetoric are but tools to create a reading of Impressions. Truth,
however, is too big of a burden to bear and is surely a recipe for disaster; therefore the
more specific goal of this paper is a much more precise, personal, and consequently
manageable one. As a performer who began as an improvising blues/rock guitarist and
then later became a classical guitarist, I have continually felt the push and pull between
the two styles. The dichotomy of first learning within the freedom to improvise and play
by ear, and then becoming bound within the exactness of the score, has made me aware
of the similarities and differences on a tangible level. As Duke Ellington said about
intentionality, I became acutely aware that improvisation paradoxically comes from both
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nowhere and somewhere. Like Hume’s premise that ideas and impressions are limited to
what we have experienced or perceived, our musical improvisations that come from
nowhere must be based on something we have experienced on some level. A piece that
aptly embodies this same sort of duality is John Coltrane’s Impressions.
Background
Impressions, composed by John Coltrane, was first recorded live in 1961 at the
Village Vanguard and later in the studio in 1962. The studio version, however, was
unreleased in 1962 and was only recently released on the reissue of Coltrane (1962).
While Impressions is a Coltrane standard, Wes Montgomery’s 1965 rendition of the piece
on Smoking at the Half Note is quite possibly one of the most widely heard contemporary
versions of it. While sharing the same melodic and harmonic DNA, the versions are
starkly different.
The various renditions of Impressions can only truly be understood within the
context of other works. Specifically, the piece, like the sample Wagner and Radiohead
lecture, Impressions can easily be linked to Maurice Ravel’s Pavane pour une infante
défunte, the Renaissance pavane, and nineteenth-century Spanish-inspired impressionist
music. Unlike the Radiohead example, this example is far more elaborate and intentional.
The shortest path between Ravel and Coltrane can be seen at the midpoint
between these two works. In 1935 Morton Gould composed Pavanne, an homage to the
pavanes by Maurice Ravel and Gabriel Fauré, which is the second movement of his
American Symphonette No. 2. Fifteen years later Ahmad Jamal recorded a jazz combo
version of Gould’s Pavanne. Jamal was highly influential on Miles Davis, who not only
encouraged his pianists to play like Jamal, but also often programmed Jamal standards.
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When Miles Davis composed So What, the generally accepted story is that he loosely
based it on the harmonic techniques used in the B section of the Pavanne.10 Later when
John Coltrane broke off from the Miles Davis Quintet he reworked So What into
Impressions, which unlike Davis’s version is based entirely on both the melody of the B
section of Gould’s Pavanne and the harmonic pattern of So What. While the story
commonly told is that the works of Ravel influenced Gould and Ravel, they often place
the onus of influence as a vague reference to Gould’s interest in Impressionism.11 The
same is generally said of Coltrane. Existing analyses between Gould and Ravel’s works,
however, only refer on surface similarities between the two works. For example, most
discussions of Gould’s Pavanne simply state that Gould studied the works of Ravel and
this piece may have been a sort of extension of his previous arrangements of Ravel—such
as when he created an elaborate piano arrangement of Bolero. Therefore, naming the
work Pavanne is a nod to Ravel. Further, the misspelling of pavane in the title may also
be a sort of tongue-and-cheek reference to the fact that neither Ravel nor Gould’s pavane
is a typical pavane. Oddly, all of the analyses I have seen have neglected to identify the
most obvious connection, which is that Gould places a lengthy direct quote from Pavane
pour une infant défunte in his Pavanne immediately prior to section of music that
becomes Impressions. Gould’s Pavanne also contains numerous motivic variants from
not only Ravel’s Pavane but also other composers such as Fauré, whose work Gould also
studied and borrowed from. Whether or not Davis or Coltrane knew this will be discussed
in this paper in detail, but Gould’s use of direction borrowing through quotation of Ravel
10

I say “generally accepted” because this narrative is somewhat challenged in chapter 4.
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Lewis Porter, John Coltrane: His Life and Music (University of Michigan Press: Ann Arbor,
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is undeniable. It is also undeniable that motives derived from Ravel’s Pavane became the
basis of Jamal and Davis’s adaptations. Further, these motivic remnants can be found not
only within Coltrane’s Impressions but also most subsequent versions of it. While the
title of my of my paper From Impressionism to Impressions is a bad allusion to Hume’s
concept of impressions becoming ideas, it is a metaphor for the theme of this paper;
namely that the strength of one’s impressions of a piece, consciously or unconsciously,
goes on to form the more elaborate ideas that make up other pieces of music. In this case,
it is both the vague concepts of Impressionism as well as the more specific melodic
borrowing that find their way into Impressions.
Thesis
In this paper I study how the themes within Ravel’s Pavane pour une infant
défunte are eventually transformed into John Coltrane’s Impressions. Therefore, I devote
an entire chapter to each composer or composers that form steps within this
transformation. In these chapters, I examine what Harold Bloom refers to as the “anxiety
of influence” of these composers. More simply stated, I consider all of the influences that
find their way into their version of the work that in some way derived from Ravel’s
Pavane—which is also derivative. These include chapters on the history of Ravel’s
Pavane, 1930s homages to the Pavane by Morton Gould and Bert Shefter, a chapter on
Ahmad Jamal and Miles Davis’s adaptations, and then a chapter on John Coltrane’s
influences. Because each version of the work is responding in some way to the previous
work, not unlike seen in Nattiez tripartition, I consider each version of the work as a sort
of rhetorical rebuttal to the previous version. Therefore, these historical assays culminate
in a two-chapter historical, cultural, and theoretical analysis. In these chapters I study the
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use of topics, themes, and motivic variation as a way to tell a particular “story” or present
a sort of musical “argument.” While it is common to consider topic theory in the context
of classical rhetoric, this breaks down in Coltrane’s Impressions. While Coltrane was
influenced by European classical traditions within his education, he was also greatly
influenced by African American, Eastern, and African musical traditions. Consequently,
while the general structure coincides with a traditional classical rhetoric, when Coltrane
composed Impressions, the emerging Black Arts Movement and his study of Indian
classical music and culture significantly impacted him. Therefore, the second half of this
rhetorical analysis discusses structural and motivic aspects that finds its way into forming
his narrative. Most important, however, are the aspects of his rhetorical “argument” that
are not classically derived. Jazz, like much African American literature, hip-hop, and
blues music has a rhetorical structure called signifyin’. Signifyin’, a term made familiar
by Henry Louis Gates, refers to a sort of method of borrowing and then one-upmanship
within oral story telling—in other words, the impetus within a lot of jazz improvisation.
While Coltrane derives Impressions from previous works, to further illustrate the concept
signifyin’, I also present Wes Montgomery’s Impressions to show signifyn’ of the same
tune. Montgomery is the logical choice because Montgomery was one of the first to
perform and record Impressions after Coltrane, Montgomery performed the work with
largely the same musicians as Coltrane, and Montgomery shares similar aspects of
repetition and motivically driven style. The result of this a full historical study of a work
that, while well known, has had very little in-depth study. Of the scholarship that does
exist, there are often false attributions for melodies, harmonies, and some aspects of
musical borrowing have not even been addressed. Further, while classical works have
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long been studied intertextually, it has only recently begun to be adapted to the study of
jazz and popular music. To my knowledge, the only substantial intertextual discussion of
jazz and classical music has been Deborah Mawer’s French Music and Jazz in
Conversation: From Debussy to Brubeck.12 In this work the discussion of Impressions is
less than a paragraph; therefore, this dissertation is meant to help fill in this gap in
scholarship.
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Deborah Mawer, French Music and Jazz in Conversation: From Debussy to Brubeck
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
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CHAPTER 2: RAVEL AND HIS PAVANE
It is easy for us to forget that when Maurice Ravel composed Pavane pour une
infante défunte in 1899, he was still a student at the Paris Conservatory.1 Further, Ravel
could barely be classified as a student because he had only just recently been readmitted
into the Conservatory. While Ravel was considered an excellent musician, he was
dismissed for being substandard on the piano and had consistently been criticized for
having a compositional style that was derivative and superficial. Nevertheless, this small
character piece quickly became one of his signature works. In many regards, it is the
embodiment of Ravel’s influences up to that time. Just a few of the influences that can be
found in this piece are his interest in Spanish idioms, his immersion in Romantic piano
techniques, and his pervasive custom of borrowing from fellow composers. In this
chapter I discuss the peripheral influences that find their way into Ravel’s overall
compositional style, the direct influences that inspired the Pavane, and its later history at
Ravel’s own hands.
Ravel’s Early Life
Maurice Ravel was born in Cibourne, France on March 12, 1875. Because he was
born to a Basque mother in the Basque region that borders Spain, his connection to Spain
may have been a personal one. Therefore, even though Ravel moved to Paris while he
was still an infant, it appears Spain never left him. According to Roland-Manuel, Ravel’s
student, friend, and biographer, Ravel was “a Basque for whom Spain is another

1

A special thanks goes to Geoffrey Burleson, Professor of Music at Hunter College and applied
professor at Princeton University, for his discussions on French piano technique and suggestions for period
and secondary sources.

18

homeland…”2 Indeed, many compositions over his lifetime have clear Spanish
connections—for example his Rapsodie espagnole, L’heure espagnole, and Boléro—but
it is less clear whether the Pavane should be considered part of them: the word infante in
its title referred,3 in Ravel’s time, specifically to a Spanish or Portuguese princess, but the
composer himself downplayed that there was any programmic intent, despite its
evocative title.4 In fact, the title may have been simply to flatter Princesse de Polignac,
who was his patron and for whom he dedicated the work.5
In Paris Ravel began taking piano lessons with Henry Ghys. Ghys was
particularly influenced by the music by his friend, Emmanuel Chabrier, and Frédéric
Chopin.6 Ghys is known to have created a four-hand arrangement of Air Louis XIII
specifically for Ravel in 1882 with the inscription, “Transcribed specifically for four
hands, for his little pupil Maurice Ravel by his professor Henry Ghys, Paris, August 30,
1882.”7 This little air is one of his few enduring claims to fame.8 According to Arbie
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Roy Howat, “Ravel and the Piano,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah Mawer
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 142.
3

Alexander Spiers, Spiers and Surrene’s French and English Pronouncing Dictionary (New
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Alan Brown, “Pavane,” New Grove Online, ed. Deane Root, http://oxfordonline.com (accessed
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Arbie Orenstein, A Ravel Reader: Correspondence, Articles and Interviews (New York: Dover
Publications, 2003), 120. Ravel also made point to reaffirm Princesse de Polignac’s dedication for Paris
premier of the orchestrated version of the Pavane. “As the piece is dedicated to the princess, it might
interest her to have the first Parisian performance at her home.”
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Roger Nichols, Ravel (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 7–9. Ghys’s compositions
show an obvious influence of Frederic Chopin, particularly in his nocturnes, mazurkas, polonaise,
serenades, and scherzos.
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Arbie Orenstein, Ravel: Man and Musician (New York: Dover Publications, 1991), 11.
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Orenstein, Ravel must have been quite talented to play the arrangement.9 While the work
is of moderate difficulty for two hands, a four-hand version would still be quite advanced
for a seven-year-old. It is not clear if Ravel learned any works by Chabrier, who would
later become one of his most enduring influences, but it is possible given Chabrier’s high
profile in France at the time.10 In 1886, Ravel began studying harmony with CharlesRené. Charles-René, a former student of Léo Delibes, found Ravel to be original and well
beyond the ability of other students his age.11 About Ravel, Charles-René wrote, “There
was a genuine unity in his artistic development; his conception of music was natural for
him, and not, as with so many others, the result of effort.”12
In 1888, Ravel began taking piano lessons from Émile Descombes, who also
taught Erik Satie and had been an acquaintance of Chopin.13 The next year, Ravel met
Ricardo Viñes, and the two quickly became friends and duet partners. After both Viñes
and Ravel had been accepted at the Conservatoire, Ravel began studying piano with
20, 2016). The air was probably not written by Louis XIII but rather composed sometime in the mid- or
late-sixteenth century by Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx.
9

Orenstein, Ravel: Man, 11.

10
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Piano Music, and Playing Styles: Part II,” CVNC: Online Arts Journal in North Carolina, entry post June
13, 2015, http://cvnc.org/article.cfm?articleId=5560 (accessed August 1, 2016).
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Eugène Anthiome. During this period Ravel began focusing more on composition and his
progress on the piano began to slow down; it was Viñes who premiered many of Ravel’s
early piano works, most notably the Pavane.14 It appears that Anthiome was not terribly
impressed by Ravel’s playing despite having won several second-place prizes while
studying with him. From this point on Ravel is consistently described as merely
competent on the piano and not a concert-level virtuoso. Unfortunately, being a virtuoso
was exactly what was required of students at the Conservatoire. Therefore, eventually
Ravel, along with Ferdinand Lemaire, was not allowed to proceed to the next class and he
began to study with Santiago Riera, a former student of Franz Liszt.15 By 1891 Ravel
passed his competencies and moved on to study piano with Charles-Wilfrid de Bériot, but
by 1895 he was kicked out of piano, as well as theory, for not having won a first prize
and not progressing fast enough.16
Fortunately, before Ravel’s dismissal, Ravel and Viñes were able to meet
Emmanuel Chabrier in 1893 and played the composer his Trios valses romantiques.
Chabrier later wrote about the encounter, “Yesterday two extremely well-dressed young
men came to play me my Trios valses romantiques. The first played very well; the second
playing like a pig: but what a musician.” While Chabrier never explicitly said which
musician was which, all other descriptions of Ravel’s pianism seem to make it clear.17
Ravel and Viñes likely found the lesson quite challenging. During their performance
Chabrier interrupted them every few measures to give them vague and conflicting
14
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instructions.18 Chabrier died the next year in 1894; both Ravel and Viñes attended his
funeral.
Another composer who influenced Ravel was Gabriel Fauré, who had written his
own Pavane in 1887. The opportunity to study with Fauré, even for a short time, must
have been important to Ravel, who turned down a teaching position to return to the
Conservatoire in 1897. It was with Fauré that Ravel would finally be given respite from
the traditions of the conservatory. Fauré, after being rejected for a Conservatoire position
in 1892, was appointed to succeed Jules Massenet in 1896. This was a disturbing
appointment for many of the faculty at the Conservatoire, which was generally quite
conservative. In fact Fauré, who was far more adventuresome, admitted that Massenet
would not have been pleased to see him as his successor. This change boded well for
Ravel, who now had a mentor and compatriot who would not discourage his artistic
voice.19 This new student/teacher relationship, however, should not imply that Ravel had
a sudden epiphany in music.
Ravel’s studies with Fauré, while productive, were not without criticism. For
example, in June of 1898, six months after Ravel began studies with Fauré, he wrote
about Ravel, “Gifted and hardworking. Still not very far advanced in his first study of
fugue.”20 Further, Ravel’s affinity with musical borrowing, or more aptly appropriation,
continued to be a source of criticism. Therefore, while Fauré found him to be talented and
hardworking, he also referred to his music as “affected” and his aspirations “a muddle.”21
18
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The one person who did have the utmost confidence in Ravel was Ricardo Viñes.
In a diary entry from 1896 Viñes summarized Ravel’s brilliance and inability of others to
recognize this talent in the following manner:
I see this fellow was born with tastes, inclinations, and opinions, and that when he
expresses them he does it not to put on airs and be up to date, but because he
really feels that way; and I take this opportunity of declaring that Ravel is one of
the most unlucky and misunderstood of all people because, in the eyes of the
crowd, he passes for a failure, whereas in reality he is someone of superior
intellect and artistic gifts, at odds with his surroundings and worthy of the greatest
success in the future.22
One of the frequent criticisms of Ravel, both at the Conservatoire and afterward,
was his consistent modeling his works on other composers and regional styles. For
example, one composer that Ravel was performing during his time at the Conservatoire
was Isaac Albéniz, whose style of piano writing seemed to quickly become assimilated
into Ravel’s works.23 Similarly, Ravel’s Violin Concerto significantly borrows from the
works of Delius.24 Other composers Ravel modeled his works after also include Grieg
and Schumann. After Ravel composed the Pavane, he continued to compose works based
on Spanish and African idioms, and in the 1910s he wrote a series of piano works that
were composed “in the manner of” composers such as Haydn, Chabrier, Borodin, and
Couperin. By the 1920s, Ravel began to also include jazz idioms to this list. To many
critics and historians it was not Ravel’s musical borrowing or inspiration that provoked
their ire but rather the superficiality in which he approached them. For example, about
Ravel’s use of jazz in the 1920s, André Hodier wrote, in the Revue de Musicologie, that
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Ravel was “jumping on the latest thing, regardless of where it came from, eager to exploit
this novelty.”25 Hodier concludes, “On the aesthetic level as technically, the works (or
fragments of works) that we have cited in this study cannot be regarded as serious…”26
These are the sort of superficialities that often reinforced the perception of Ravel as the
quintessential dandy, a composer whose posturing placed more importance on style over
substance.27
In a Bloomian sense, however, Ravel was remarkably aware of his “anxiety of
influence.” Like Bloom, Ravel transparently embraced his influences because, as he saw
it, what one did with that influence was ultimately purely individual. In a lecture in
Houston in 1928, Ravel aesthetically deconstructed his major influences such as Liszt,
Chabrier, Fauré, and Satie, discussing how each of these composers found his individual
voice because of and in spite of his influences. In one example, Ravel said that while
Debussy and he shared the influence of Chabrier and Satie, they developed opposite
approaches to composition: “For Debussy the musician…I have had a profound
admiration, but by nature I am different from him. Although he may not quite be quite a
stranger to my own personal heritage, I would at the first stage of my own evolution
25

Mawer, French Music, 138.
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Carine Perret, “L’adoption du jazz par Darius Milhaud et Maurice Ravel: L'esprit plus que la
lettre,” Revue de Musicologie, 89, No. 2 (2003): 336–37. The original quote is, “Sur le plan esthétique
comme sur le plan technique, les œuvre (ou fragments d’œuvre s) que nous avons citées dans cette étude ne
peuvent être regardées que comme de graves échecs.” The translation is my own.
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Michael J. Puri, “Dandy, Interrupted: Sublimation, Repression, and Self-Portraiture in Maurice
Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloé (1909–1912),” Journal of American Musicological Society 60 (2007): 217–372.
Puri defines the late nineteenth-century dandy in the following manner, “the dandy was recognized for an
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come nearer to Gabriel Fauré, Emmanuel Chabrier, and Erik Satie.”28 Ravel ultimately
finds that the foremost challenge for a composer is to be faithful to his musical voice:
Both [national and individual consciousness] defy classification and analysis. But
every sensitive artist perceives the value of their influences in the creation of a
work of art. The manifestation of these two types in music can infringe or satisfy
all the academic rules…We have, perhaps, here to deal with the inner process
which, with deliberation, rules our intelligence and our sensibility in order to seek
fulfillment for them in their own climate and tradition: not the historic, but that
which heredity makes us feel as conforming to our own nature. Such a search can
be intensely selective and becomes then a process of enlightenment applied to our
natural gifts and directed by our individual consciousness.29
Ravel’s Pavane
While Ravel’s Pavane pour une infante défunte quickly became popular, he did
not regard the piece very highly: in 1912 he said, “I can’t see any qualities in it any more.
But alas! I do see all its defects. The influence of Chabrier is too obvious and the form is
poor.”30 This assessment, however, did not prevent Ravel from exploiting the Pavane’s
popularity, such as creating an orchestrated version thirteen years after its first
performance and using it for ballets. Nevertheless, despite Ravel’s own criticisms, the
work was played at his funeral: he could not escape it.31
Ravel’s Pavane is full of intertexts. Just a few areas in which Ravel borrows
musical ideas include aspects of topic, structure, melody, pianistic techniques, chord
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voicing, and accompaniment pattern. On the broadest level, Ravel seems to borrow the
musical topic of the Spanish processional dance.32 Ravel reportedly said that the piece
was “an evocation of a pavane that a little princess might, in former, times, have danced
at the Spanish court.”33 The Pavane, however, is not overtly Spanish, such as in Ravel’s
Rhapsodie espangole, Boléro, or Habanera. Further, Ravel’s Pavane eschews the slowstep-step dance pattern that defined the sixteenth-century pavane.34 Ravel also dismissed
his intention of programmic intent when he said, “Do not be surprised, that title has
nothing to do with the composition. I simply liked the sound of those words and I put
them there, c’est tout.”35 While Ravel’s Pavane may distantly reference Renaissance
Spain, it was likely intended to be more of an immediate reference to Fauré’s Pavane,
which was composed in 1887 and shares a similar form and style as Ravel’s Pavane.
The clearest form of borrowing in the Pavane can be seen in the melody and the
ending motives, which are taken from Chabrier’s Idylle from his Pièces pittoresques
(1881). The short character piece Idylle, which translates as a romantic affair, is quick
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33

Robert Andres, “An Introduction to the Solo Piano Music of
Debussy and Ravel,” BBC Online,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio3/classical/raveldebussy/recital2.shtml (accessed October 1, 2016). A number of
sources (for example Alan Brown, “Pavane,” New Grove Online, ed. Deane Root, http://oxfordonline.com
(accessed September 9, 2016) cite the quotation “an evocation of a pavane that a little princess might, in
former times might have danced at the Spanish court,” or words to that effect. The source of this, as well as
him simultaneously saying he chose the title merely because he liked the word combination, appears to
have come from the interviews he had in Denver with the Rocky Mountain News and from his pre-concert
lecture (translated into English) during the same trip. Rocky Mountain News, February 19, 1928 and Rocky
Mountain News, February 20, 1928.
34

Alan Brown, “Pavane,” New Grove Online, ed. Deane Root, http://oxfordonline.com (accessed
September 9, 2016).
35

Damien Beaumont, “TSO: Mozart Masterpiece,” ABC Australia Online,
http://www.abc.net.au/classic/content/2016/08/18/4506761.htm (accessed October 1, 2016). The commonly
relayed story is that Ravel said this to Manoah Leide-Tedesco but I have been unable to find a definitive
source. It is possible that this has become part of the lore of the work.

26

and joyful. It is possible that transforming the happy Idylle melody into the sad Pavane
melody may have been meant to metaphorically imply the death of one’s love, but this is
never specifically stated. The opening melody from Chabrier’s Idylle can be seen in
example 2.1, while the quotation within Ravel’s Pavane “Theme A” can be seen in
example 2.2. While Ravel’s descending melody is very similar to Idylle, it is not an exact
quotation. Example 2.3 from the Pavane presents the second phrase in which the
quotation is more obvious. While Ravel’s second phrase in example 2.3 includes some
slight augmentation of the intervals, it is nearly a direct quotation.

Example 2.1: Chabrier: Opening Melody. Idylle, mm. 1–3.36

Example 2.2: Ravel: Transposed Opening Motives. Pavane, mm. 1–2.

36

Emmanuel Chabrier, Pièces pittoresques (Paris: Enoch Frères et Costallat, ca. 1881).
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Example 2.3: Ravel: Direct Quotation from Idylle. Pavane, mm. 7–12.37
The ascending melody in the second measure of Idylle, identified as “Ravel
Theme in Section C” in example 2.1, could also be considered the inspiration for the
melody in the contrasting C section of the Pavane. This ascending melody from Idylle
can be seen in example 2.4 where the markings indicate “subitement très doux et très lié.”
Admittedly, trying to tie a single ascending line, of which every piece has many, might
appear to be a stretch. Nevertheless, when listening to the two sections back-to-back, the
aural similarity is evident. Equally convincing is that the ascending melody is then
followed by a fragment of the opening melody. The aural effect is that of a sort of
retrograde of these melodic fragments.
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Maurice Ravel, Pavane pour une infante défunte (Paris: Demets, 1899).
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Example 2.4: Ravel: C Theme Ascending motive from Idylle. Pavane, mm. 37–40.
Another work that Ravel alludes to is Fauré’s Pavane, which was composed in
1887. Like Fauré’s Pavane, Ravel’s is actually a rondo. The clearest instance of
borrowing from Fauré can be heard in the accompaniment pattern, which is made up of
an arpeggiated pattern.38 The connection is somewhat less clear in the left hand of
Ravel’s piano version, seen in example 2.5. Nevertheless, the accompaniment in the
orchestral versions of Ravel and Fauré’s pavanes is clearly similar. The accompaniment
patterns can be seen in examples 2.6 and 2.7.

38

This aspect will be discussed more fully in my analysis.
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Example 2.5: Ravel: Opening Measures of the Accompaniment. Pavane, mm. 1–3.

Example 2.6: Fauré: Opening Measures. Pavane, mm. 1–4.39

Example 2.7: Ravel: Orchestra Accompaniment. Pavane, mm. 1–6.40
39

Gabriel Fauré, Pavane (Paris: J. Hamelle, 1901).
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Another work that may have peripherally influenced Ravel was Debussy’s
Passepied from Suite bergamasque. While the title of the suite refers to the Northern
Italian bergamasca dance from the Renaissance, the Passepied is the only movement
whose title directly references a Renaissance dance. The third movement, Clair de lune,
refers to the poem of the same name by Paul Verlaine, which has a line that refers to the
bergamasque dance.41 Nevertheless, Clair de lune does not contain any elements of the
bergamasca dance. The first and second movements, Prélude and Menuet, are based on
Baroque dances. The third movement, Clair de lune, refers to the poem of the same name
by Paul Verlaine, which references the bergamasque dance. Debussy’s Passepied, which
was composed in 1890 and revised in 1905, seems to contain elements from both
Chabrier’s Pièces pittoresques and Fauré’s Pavane. To what extent the Suite
bergamasque was altered between 1890 and 1905 is not clear; however, Ravel’s Pavane
may have played a role influencing some changes. Specifically, the success of Ravel’s
Pavane may have influenced Debussy to change the original title of the fourth movement
from Pavane to Passepied.42 It is possible that the title of Pavane may have overstayed its
welcome. The opening accompaniment in Passepied, seen in example 2.8, looks
remarkably similar to that of Fauré’s Pavane.
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Example 2.8: Debussy: Introductory Accompaniment. Passepied, mm. 1–3.43
While Ravel often downplayed the influence of Debussy in favor of Chabrier,
Roy Howat points out that Ravel may have latched on to Debussy’s use of planed chords.
For example, in the Pavane, Howat characterizes the use of planed ninth chords as
“almost verbatim from Debussy’s ‘Sarabande’”; examples 2.9 and 2.10, as discussed by
Howat, highlight the similarities between these two passages. 44 While Howat emphasizes
the use of parallel chord ninth chords, he does not directly point out that the melodic
contour in the left-hand chords in Ravel’s Pavane is nearly identical.
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Claude Debussy, Suite bergamasque (Paris: E. Fromont, 1905).
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Roy Howat, “Ravel and the Piano,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah
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University Press, 2009), 13.
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Example 2.9: Debussy: Planed Ninth Chords. Sarabande, mm. 9–12.

Example 2.10: Ravel: Ninth Chords. Pavane, mm. 25–7.
Howat also points out that Ravel’s use of parallel ninth chords may have been
influenced by Chabrier. For example, Chabrier’s Le roi malgré lui, Fête polonaise, seen
in example 2.11, similarly uses chromatic planed ninth chords. Howat further
hypothesizes that the root for this type of passage may have come from Chopin’s
Nouvelle étude in D-flat, seen in example 2.12.
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Example 2.11: Chabrier: Ninth Chords. Le roi malgré lui, Fête polonaise, mm. 1–6.45

Example 2.12: Chopin: Ascending Chromatic Line. Nouvelle étude in D-flat, mm. 61–3.46
Another instance in which Ravel borrows from Chabrier is a descending gesture
of the 7-6-5 scale degrees, which is found in measure 39 of the Pavane. This figure recurs
in many works by Ravel and especially Debussy. According to Roy Howat, “This
gesture…became virtually a Debussy signature.”47 Example 2.13 is the Chabrier 7-6-5
gesture, which is the E-D-C in the last measure, followed by its incarnation within the
Pavane in example 2.14. In example 2.14, the pattern is seen in the descending F-E-D in
the middle voice of the right hand.
45
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Example 2.13: Chabrier: Descending 7-6-5 Figure. España, mm. 94–6.48

Example 2.14: Ravel Descending 7-6-5. Pavane, 39–40.
If there was ever a doubt of Chabrier’s influence, Ravel put this to rest when he
wrote in a letter to Chabrier’s daughter, “Of course, I was influenced above all by a
musician: Chabrier, who moreover still does not have the recognition, for all of
contemporary French music stems from his work.”49
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Emmanuel Chabrier, España (Paris: Enoch frères et Costallat, 1884).
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Liszt and Ravel
Ravel was a great admirer of Franz Liszt’s music.50 While Ravel’s most famous
example of musical borrowing from Liszt can be seen in Jeux d’eau, he also borrowed
harmonic and technical aspects from Waldesrauschen for Jeux d’eau, as well as in
Gaspard de la Nuit (Ondine).51 Also, according to Mark DeVoto, the opening melody
from Trzigane is remarkably similar to Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies.52 Ravel’s Pavane
has two specific instances that show the influence of Franz Liszt. The first is Ravel’s use
of “rolled” chords, while the second is in his use of arpeggiated patterns. While arpeggios
are common, it is through the actual fingerings that we can see the influence of Liszt.
Because Ravel studied with Santiago Riera, Liszt had likely become a standard of
his repertoire, whether he was capable of playing the more challenging works or not.53
For example, Gil-Marchex contends that while Ravel had the potential to become a
concert level pianist, he often neglected extensive practice in lieu of other artistic
pursuits.54 According to Marguerite Long, however, Ravel had originally intended to
perform his Concerto in G, but even after extensive practice he could not make it through
50
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the work. In Long’s words, “I have said that Ravel had always wished to play his
concerto, and in much rehearsing he exhausted himself in the effort to reach virtuoso
level. The long hours spent on the Studies of Chopin and Liszt greatly fatigued him….”
Upon hearing Long perform his concerto Ravel simultaneously marveled and lamented,
“That flowing phrase!...How I worked over it bar by bar! It nearly killed me!”55 Of
course, Ravel may have said this to patronize Long; nevertheless, this highlights the two
differing views Ravel’s piano abilities. Regardless of the great efforts that may have been
required by Ravel to play virtuosic repertoire, it is clear that his go-to for technique was
Chopin and Liszt.
One particular piano technique of Liszt that found its way into many of Ravel’s
pieces, particularly in Pavane, is his use of the thumb to create a fast but light arpeggio.
About this Gil-Marchex states:
This kind of very light arpeggio gives the impression of a glissando, and compels
the articulation of fingers and wrist to be reduced to a minimum. Still, the
clearness of the performance should be as pronounced as for a brilliant arpeggio;
it calls for exactness in moving the hand somewhat as on a string instrument when
the position is changed; a pedal vibrato ensures an airy and vaporous sound
effect.56
According to Roy Howat, Ravel often encouraged using this specific thumb
technique in his fingerings.57 Example 2.15, from the Pavane, is an example of this sort
of “rolled” chord. According to Howat, “…this implies a revealing hand layout
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combining a naturally falling thumb, lateral wrist flexibility, and a nimbly accented four
(of all fingers) to mark the theme.”58

Example 2.15: Ravel: “Rolled” Chord. Pavane, mm. 7–8.
This type of technique becomes idiomatic to Ravel’s piano music. Gil-Marchex
also attributes it to Scarlatti and Chabrier. While these three composers were influential
on Ravel, Liszt is still the most likely suspect. For example, in Ravel’s Jeux d’eau, which
borrows its name from Liszt’s Les jeux d'eaux à la Villa d’Este, achieves a fluidity that
“lacks articulation.”59 In example 2.16 from the opening of Jeux d’eau, Ravel uses a
sweeping ascending and descending pentatonic arpeggio in the right hand to create this
fluid effect.
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Ibid.
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Gil-Marchex, “Ravel Pianoforte,” 1087–88.
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Example 2.16: Ravel: Opening Arpeggios. Jeux d’eau, mm. 1–4.60
In example 2.17, Ravel uses the right and left hand in a similar manner except
here the bass is part of the arpeggio and the figures are mostly ascending patterns, while
in example 2.18 left hand plays a sort of counter to the opening figure in the right hand.
More specifically, in the opening, the arpeggio contained the main melodic ideas whereas
in example 2.18 the right hand has taken over the melody with the blocked chords that in
the intro were merely used to fill out the arpeggio. Further, the left hand, lacking a strong
articulation, now creates an underlying flurry of notes to create a sense of air and drama.

60

Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau (Paris: E. Demets, 1902).
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Example 2.17: Ravel: Arpeggiated Figure Starting in Bass. Jeux d’eau, mm. 17–8.

Example 2.18: Ravel: Melody in Right Hand Blocked Chords. Jeux d’eau, mm. 21–2.
When the example in example 2.18 is then compared to Liszt’s Jeux d’eau, seen
in example 2.19, it is clear that Ravel is borrowing from the technique used in these long
sweeping arpeggios.
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Example 2.19: Liszt: Opening Arpeggio. Les jeux d’eau a la villa d’Este, mm. 1–4.61
In addition to the “rolled chord,” the use of these techniques can be seen most
clearly be seen in the last return of the A section melody, seen in example 2.20. In
measures 60–1 in Ravel’s Pavane, he uses similar arpeggiated patterns to achieve
“lightness” in the texture. This section is also quite similar to the inner voicing of the
Waldesrauchen by Liszt, seen in example 2.21.
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Example 2.20: Ravel: Last A Section. Pavane, mm. 60–1.

Example 2.21: Liszt: Inner Voice, Right Hand Arppegios. Waldesrauschen, mm. 3–4.62
Adaptations of the Pavanes
The pavanes by Ravel and Fauré, and to some extent Debussy’s Passepied, appear
to share mutual inspirations. Similarly, these works have been some of these composers
more enduring and popular. Beyond their creation, the history of Ravel and Fauré’s
pavanes continued to be particularly entwined, and still today the two works are
frequently performed together at concerts and on recordings. During their composers’

62

Franz Liszt, Waldesrauschen (Stuttgart: J.G. Cotta, 1863).
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lifetime both works received similar orchestral adaptations and seemed to have been
treated somewhat interchangeably when adapted for ballet. Whether Ravel or Fauré
revived these works for artistic or economic reasons is not clear; but reinventing a piece
for new purposes was hardly a new concept. Fauré’s Pavane was composed in 1887 and
after becoming popular it was later arranged for orchestra in 1901; Ravel’s Pavane was
composed in 1899, and after being similarly well received, it was arranged and published
for orchestra in 1910. While neither of these works was written with any particular
narrative story in mind, this did not stop ballet directors from trying to find one. For the
most famous example, in 1916 Sergei Diaghilev adapted Fauré’s Pavane for the Ballet
Russe performance of Las Meninas. This ballet was a collection of works arranged
around a story that was inspired by Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas, a 1656 painting of
Infanta Margaret Theresa, seen in figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1. Las Meninas by Diego Velázquez
Within the same ballet Ravel also provided an arrangement of Alaborada del
gracioso. It is not clear why Diaghilev chose the story of a princess or if within Las
Meninas he was somehow trying create his own narrative interpretation of Ravel and
Fauré’s Pavane’s beyond the Velázquez painting. Nevertheless, having seen Fauré’s
Pavane and his Alaborada del graciosa within Las Meninas (also known as Les jardins
d’Aranjuez) may have given Ravel ideas for future projects; in 1923, after his falling-out
with Diaghilev, Ravel assembled a set of works for a ballet by Sonia Pavlov and Henry
Malherbe entitled Le portrait de l’Infant. Works that Ravel included in this ballet are
Pavane, Alaborada del gracioso, and Rhapsodie espagnole.63 Again, for a piece that
Ravel composed as somewhat of a throwaway piano miniature, the Pavane was a
continual fixture throughout his career. The Pavane had quickly become so beloved that
63

Howat, French Piano, 203.
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Marcel Proust had even requested the piece to be performed at his funeral.64 Regardless
of Ravel’s supposed opinion of the work, it was not going to go away.65
Maurice Ravel was a composer who frequently borrowed from other composers,
styles, and nationalistic idioms. The most consistent early influences appear to be
composers such as Liszt, Chopin, Chabrier, and Fauré. Ravel, possibly influenced by his
mother and birthplace, was often inserting Spanish elements into his works. While he
took elements of many cultures, the Spanish influence appears to have been the most
consistent. While the Pavane may have been composed to loosely allude to a Spanish
processional and Ravel did borrow elements from Chabrier’s España, it was only later
that the work took on a more distinctly Spanish narrative. Evidence of this comes from
Ravel’s initial dismissiveness of a specific narrative, but then later seems to embrace it
when he began pairing of the Pavane with his more distinctly Spanish works within
ballets.
It is exactly this type of musical borrowing that often led Ravel to be criticized for
being artificial. For example, in 1913 Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi wrote in The Musical
Times, “One might say, indeed, that artificiality is natural to M. Ravel.”66 Ravel,
however, seemed to embrace these criticisms as compliments when he said, “But has no-
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one realized that I might be artificial by nature?”67 In the next chapters, we find that
many of the composers and works that musically borrow from Ravel’s Pavane tend to be
similarly criticized for artificiality, lack of depth, and for being derivative.
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Roger Nichols, Ravel Remembered (London: Faber, 1933), 180. “Mais est-ce qu’ll ne vient
jamais à l’ idée de ces gens-là que je peux être ‘artificiel’ nature?”
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CHAPTER 3
Homages and Adaptations of Maurice Ravel’s Pavane pour une infante défunte in
1930s American Jazz and Classical Music
While figures such as Shostakovich, Stravinsky, and Bartók were among the most
artistically revered composers of the 1930s, public tastes tended towards jazz and Tin Pan
Alley. Within the grip of the Great Depression, American composers often had to choose
between working within the seedier confines of vaudeville, which paid well, and less
lucrative but more prestigious classical gigs. Morton Gould and Bert Shefter—also
known as the Gould/Shefter Piano Duo—had learned to appease both the public and their
own desires to be taken seriously by inserting classical melodies, such as Ravel’s Pavane,
into their most popular works. Morton Gould’s Pavanne was released in 1938 while
Shefter/DeRose/Parish released The Lamp is Low in 1939. Both works are based on
Ravel’s Pavane and both became instantly popular. While Gould seems to slightly
disguise the original Pavane theme in his work, Shefter, along with Peter DeRose base
the vocal melody in The Lamp is Low on a direct quotation of the melody in measures 7–
10 in the Pavane. Accordingly, they provide the subtitle, “The Lamp is Low: Based on
Ravel’s Pavane.”1
The practice of blending jazz and classical music, however, was not universally
accepted. As jazz began to be used within American classical music, Paul Lavalle of the
NBC Orchestra proclaimed in a 1940 New York Times article that jazz had become
commandeered by those seeking its legitimization. About this he said, “The proof that
jazz writers are at present trying to make their tunes more highbrow, is that pieces of

1

Peter DeRose, Bert Shefter, and Mitchell Parish, The Lamp is Low (New York: Robbins Music
Corporation, 1939).
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great composers are being used and with great success. Debussy’s Reverie, has become
‘My Reverie’ and Ravel’s Pavane pour l’infant defunte has developed into ‘The Lamp is
Low’….”2 Similarly, in a 1940 article in Musical Times, W.R. Anderson proclaimed his
love of “parody” in classical music, but then disparages how parody was being used in
regard to jazz.
It is dismal to turn from even the mildest of parodies to the perversions of jazzmongers, which nothing can stop. Like many things once prohibited by what we
thought civilized usage, these maulings of fine tunes have become a business. In
the American magazine Newsweek I found named some examples new to me: it
seems that Ravel's “Pavane” has been turned into a song, The Lamp is Low…3
This is a sentiment that Morton Gould was quite familiar with throughout his life,
as he was continuously both lauded and rebuked for being a commercial composer who
used jazz in his compositions. In this chapter, I tell the story behind the adaptations of
Ravel’s Pavane within Morton Gould’s Pavanne from his American Symphonette No. 2
and The Lamp is Low by Peter DeRose, Bert Shefter, and Mitchell Parish, and in a
broader sense, the usage of jazz within classical music as part of an effort to legitimize
jazz in the eyes of critics.
Gould’s Struggle for Artistic Recognition: The Pavanne, Jazz, and Making a
Living During the Great Depression
Morton Gould’s compositions were neither “jazzy” enough nor “serious” enough
for critics, but they were well received by the public and by many conductors. Despite
Gould’s lack of acceptance by “high art” critics, his popularity during his lifetime helped
him to become financially successful and allowed his works to reached more people than
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most of his “high art” contemporaries. Throughout his life, it did not escape Gould that
he was caught between these two worlds, and it may have inspired him to become an
ardent proponent of using non-classical idioms within classical works. Gould
editorialized on this subject in the following manner:
America’s potential culture has not been encouraged because European ideas have
been too influential. Though great music earns its value regardless of origin,
native art must find its roots in the people and their environment, which must
reflect in the composer’s creations. In spite of discouraging handicaps, American
composers are fighting toward a stronger recognition of music that can be truly
labeled American. But where a Shostakovich will receive praise for injecting
burlesque of brass bands and carnival orchestras in symphonies, an American
composer would be derided if he infused impressions of Cab Calloway or Duke
Ellington into a major work…To many, swing and poplar music seem faddistic,
but its purer elements have compactness and vitality compatible to classical
structures. The blues might be adaptable to American light music as the lullaby is
to the European. The young American composer, tutored in a jazz age, can feel
the tempo of the day with…realism. Utilizing popular musical idioms can bring
artistic significance if done in good taste and sincerity.4
While Gould here derides the state of American classical music, he attempts to
put on a happy face by stating that using popular idioms in classical music can be done
with success. But this may be a veneer. In an interview with Lee Evans, Gould said,
“…there has been a tremendous amount of snobbery in the arts and in music. The
composer is not supposed to please an audience, and when he does he is looked upon
with great suspicion.”5 This perspective, which Gould had throughout his life, was likely
shaped by his earliest musical experiences.
Gould’s introduction to music was not that of a traditional classically trained
musician. His first experiences with the piano were not from formal lessons but rather
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learning from rolls on the player piano in his home.6 Even as a young boy, Gould would
frequently improvise and learn pieces by ear. While his father, James Gould, did play
violin and player piano, he did not provide instruction. James, born Isador Goldfeld, was
a Jewish immigrant from Eastern Europe, although in practice he was an atheist and antiSemitic.7 James Gould embraced his son’s talent and was somewhat of a stage dad. It is
likely that his father’s constant attention to the commodification of music, as well as
periods of financial difficulty, may have shaped how Morton developed his career.
Both American Salute by Peter Goodman and Lee Evans’s dissertation
characterize James Gould as a “Willie Loman-type.” James was always working hard for
a success that was almost always just out of reach.8 Despite this characterization, James
Gould generally seems to have been able to make a living. Gould’s father did, however,
appear to consistently jump from job to job in search of his big break. One of James
Gould’s jobs was selling radios door-to-door on an installment plan. This was not
successful because radios were looked at as a luxury item and as such the only people
who tended to buy them were those who could afford to pay in full.9 In another venture
he sold sponsorship on radio programs, including having multiple sponsors of the same

6

Goodman, American Salute, 22.

7

James Gould was likely from Routcheck, Bulgaria, but upon his immigration to the United States
he created an extensive backstory of being from Vienna. Some sources list James as being from Australia,
which is even more incorrect. United States Marine Band Website,
http://www.marineband.marines.mil/Portals/175/Docs/Audio/Educational_Series/morton_gould/morton_go
uld_booklet_lowres.pdf (accessed August 2, 2016).
8

Goodman, American Salute, 22.

9

Ibid., 21.

50

program, which was a new concept.10 James Gould eventually became successful as
Morton’s manager, where his knowledge of the radio business could be put to use.
This attention to commercial viability was not limited to James and Morton
Gould. Both of Gould’s brothers followed in similar steps. For example, his brother
Stanley went into economics and his brother Walter went into publishing and
management. In many regards Morton Gould’s career became the family business. This is
not meant to diminish Walter Gould’s accomplishments—in many ways he was the most
accomplished businessman of the family. For example, after taking on the managing
duties of his father, Walter began representing other artists. The most famous of whom
was the conductor Robert Shaw.11 In addition, Walter worked in publishing, particularly
Exclusive Publications, a branch of Mills Publishing. As a result of Walter’s managing
and publishing experience, Robert Shaw and Walter Gould later formed the LawsonGould Publishing Company (Lawson was Shaw’s middle name), which then published
Morton’s works.
From a young age Gould would compose, improvise, and practice for hours.
Nonetheless, during these early years Gould was unable to sight-read. Further, his first
teacher, Ferdinand Greenwald, with whom he started studying in 1919 at eight years old,
did not enforce it.12 Despite his inability to sight-read, Gould was performing recitals
with traditional classical repertoire. This setback was not noticeable among those who
heard him. After one of his first recitals as a first grader a newspaper article proclaimed
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that he was a prodigy.13 By eight years old Morton Gould had also performed a
Rachmaninoff’s Prelude, a Paderewski’s Minuet, Tchaikovsky’s Song of the Lark, and
two original works on New York Radio.14
The same year Gould auditioned for Frank Damrosch at the Institute of Musical
Art.15 While one would think that transferring to the school that later became the Juilliard
School of Music would be a chance for Gould to blossom, Gould’s studies at Institute of
Musical Art were actually strained because of his relationship with his teacher. For many
years Gould made a point to not divulge the instructor’s name, but it was later revealed to
be Elizabeth Strauss.16 Their student-teacher relationship was equally acrimonious on
both sides. Part of this stemmed from the fact that although Gould could perform most
things he heard, he could not read music and did not appear to want to learn.
Consequently, at the Institute Gould struggled to make adequate progress. He was in
constant trouble for improvising, which was looked down upon in classical training.17
Gould was very willful and resisted his instructor’s lessons. During this period Strauss’s
patience with Gould’s insubordination waned and she became convinced he had severe
neurological problems and forced him to undergo a medical evaluation.18 Shortly
afterward, Gould’s parents took him out of school and he was left feeling resentful about
his experience at the Institute.
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After Gould left the Institute, he had a few other teachers, but because of his
willfulness, none lasted long. Eventually he studied with Joseph Kardos before finding a
better match with Vincent Jones at the School of Education at New York University.
Unlike most of Gould’s previous teachers, Jones was a great improviser and did not
discourage Gould from improvisation or composition.19 While later in life Gould did not
often discuss his time at NYU, he did discuss his disappointment of never graduating
from the program because of the expense. Gould’s lack of a formal classical music
education left him having to prove his legitimacy as a musician both to others and
himself. This may have led him to exaggerate his education at NYU through a mixture of
truths and half-truths. For example, in a New York Times article dated July 3, 1938, his
bio proclaimed him as a prodigy who was able to play the piano without every having a
lesson, which is somewhat true. But it also claimed that he was the youngest graduate of
NYU and received his diploma at fifteen, which was not. The bio lastly said that by
eighteen Gould was already presenting lectures at Cornell and Princeton on improvising
fugues, which was also true.20
While Gould was at NYU, he began studying piano with Abby Whiteside, who
became one of his lifelong influences. Whiteside, like Gould, was quite talented but was
just outside the accepted norms of classical music. Unlike his other teachers, Whiteside
nurtured Gould’s interest in improvising and composing.21 Unfortunately, as Gould was
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approaching his mid-to-late teens, his family’s perennial money problems were dealt a
further blow by the Great Depression.
The Depression required that Gould reconcile financially stability with artistic
high-mindedness.22 In other words, the Depression forced Gould to do whatever was
needed to make ends meet. Therefore, once Gould met Bert Shefter, the two began
performing at vaudevilles as a duo. It appears that the duo began working together in
1929 when Gould was about sixteen years old. While vaudevilles were dying out and
being replaced with movies, it was still a way to make consistent money. But this was an
experience that Gould despised. About performing vaudeville, Gould later said,
“Vaudeville was a pressing way of life. It was really tawdry. Some people think of things
gone by, that it becomes nostalgic. But it was just horrible, a brutal kind of existence.
And it was meaningless. If you are doing something with great discomfort but involves a
social or artistic gain, that’s one thing—but this was nothing.”23
As a duo, Gould and Shefter played both vaudeville and classical concerts
together. Of the two performers, Gould appeared to be the more natural talent while
Shefter, having trained at the Curtis Institute, was more consummate musician. More
specifically, Shefter was often irritated that Gould did not practice very rigorously. As a
duo they mostly performed arrangements for two pianos such as Chopin’s Fantasies,
Impromptus, and the Original Dixieland Jazz Band Tiger Rag.24 Consequently, they were
often perceived by as too highbrow for vaudeville audiences and too lowbrow for
classical audiences. The duo often encountered difficult performance situations: Gould
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often relayed stories of being mistreated by the venue management staff and then having
to perform for an audience that booed and threw food at the performers. Vaudeville was a
means to support his family, but it was not an experience he enjoyed. This left Gould
feeling like his expectations for his future were out of sync with his reality. About this
Gould said, “I thought I would be a concert pianist and composer of so-called serious
music. But then I had to play places like that.”25
Gould’s dislike of vaudeville was also likely compounded by his disappointment
of having to permanently abandon his education. After having had to leave NYU, Gould
had a rigorous audition with a seemingly unimpressed Fritz Reiner for admission into the
Curtis Institute of Music. In the audition Gould, who by now had developed into a
proficient sight-reader, was given orchestral scores of Strauss’s Elektra and Salome and
then asked to perform reductions on sight, sing various parts, and conduct them. Gould
was accepted at the Curtis Institute on scholarship.26 Unfortunately, Gould then had to
turn down Curtis because of financial problems in his family and his father’s limited
ability to work while sick.27 According to an interview with Gould, despite Fritz Reiner’s
“dour” stance during his audition, his turning down the scholarship was a long-held
disappointment for Reiner; Gould said that many years later Reiner’s wife produced the
letter in which he turned down the scholarship. In Gould’s version of the story both Fritz
and his wife Carlota had tears in their eyes as they read the letter. About this Gould said,
“Suppose I had been able to take advantage? How great to study with Reiner…instead of
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the way I did, sort of bludgeoning my way. I would have been a much better conductor
than I had been. Who knows what would have happened to me, even as a composer, if I’d
gone to Curtis and been exposed to that atmosphere?”
While Gould spent his mid-to-late teens performing vaudeville, he continued to
compose classical works and learn repertoire. For example, during this period, Gould was
busy learning works by Debussy, Schoenberg, Bach, and Tchaikovsky, while also taking
time to compose his own Manhattan Rhapsodie. Around 1930 there was a film short
made about Gould by the Pathé Film Company in which he was presented as the up and
coming American composer. The press that ensued began to compare him to Ravel and
Stravinsky.28 While Gould’s ambition was obvious, he continued to have doubts of his
abilities and was troubled by his lack of success: as he wrote in a letter to his then
girlfriend:
Beethoven used to gyp his publisher, Haydn got money for every Symphony he
wrote, Wagner borrowed money from Liszt and never paid him back, and then
stole Liszt’s musical ideas—so Morton writes for Tin Pan Alley. Landlords can’t
read orchestral scores you know. I can imagine how disappointing I must be to
girls who picture me as an unfaltering and unswerving idealist etc…So I trust to
luck and go along my way—astounding everybody with my compositions and the
way I play them, interpreting Schumann lousily, improvising like the biggest
egotist in the world—and yawning. Am I hot air?29
Despite the discomfort Gould encountered by having to play in rundown theaters
and stores, and on the road, the experience made him very adaptable.30 This proved to be
valuable when Gould began to break away from vaudeville and back to classical music.
For example, Gould’s orchestration teacher remarked that even when he was sitting at the
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worst of pianos he was unfazed and that he could learn complicated music extremely
fast.31 Having never had the privilege of being consistently cloistered within a
conservatory environment, Gould had adopted a solid workmanlike attitude towards
music that would reward him throughout his career. This included making him into a
composer who worked to please the audience. One such early work was his 1931 piano
arrangement of Ravel’s Bolero, which he modeled after Toscanini’s interpretation. Gould
often equated music and sexuality and in a letter he called the arrangement “Morton’s gift
to repressed women.” It was a piece that he also frequently performed in vaudeville
shows. Unfortunately, at one show, which was a comedy, he came out playing the Bolero
for an intermedio bit but the audience misinterpreted the work to be humorous. Instead of
looking at the work as a magnum opus of variations, people took each variation to be
comedic.32 Nevertheless, the work garnered the attention of Schirmer Publishing and
became a well-known arrangement in his repertoire. In contrast to Gould’s early
vaudeville performance, at his formal recital debut on Dec. 18, 1931 he included Bolero,
which was met with great praise.
As Shefter and Gould continued to perform, eventually the gigs—and the
money—got better. In 1931 the duo was able to perform at The Palace with Jack Benny
as the emcee, and soon after in 1932 both Shefter and Gould were hired on as pit pianists
at the new Radio City Music Hall. At times the duo would also be highlighted as part of
the various performances. For example, in a Radio City Music Hall ad in the New York
Times the duo was listed as part of a program featuring Natalie Bodanskaya from the
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Philadelphia Opera, singers Viola Philo and John Pierce, and “the two-piano team of
Morton Gould and Bert Shefter plays De Falla’s ‘Ritual Fire Dance.’”33
Gould was still not satisfied being a hired session player: he described it as a nice
place, but still a depressing place to work because it was basically just in a nicer cage.34
About working at Radio City Music Hall, Gould said in an interview with Lee Evans, “I
remember using the words ‘I will not prostitute myself’ and all the clichés of somebody
who was about to.” Gould then characterized vaudeville and Radio City as the same type
of degrading work:
When I had to go to the Music Hall or play vaudeville house, I did them because
they were steady jobs. At the Music Hall I wore a uniform consisting of dark
jacket with gold buckles and striped trousers…I did everything. I started the
overture in the pit, came around the revolting stage in a Hungarian Hussar
uniform playing Lizst’s Second Hungarian Rhapsody, then jumped off and came
on the back platform as part of the two-piano team that did something else. The
humiliation…the complete defeat.35
In 1933 Gould was able to leave vaudeville and theater work behind when he and
Shefter left to work for NBC radio. The job lasted for two years and was quite lucrative.
Gould was let go in 1935 without any real reason given, but already, by twenty-one, he
was financially stable and had established himself as a composer, arranger, orchestrator,
performer, and conductor. In the same year Gould went to work at the radio station WOR
as the music director, composer, and conductor of Music Today.36
Nineteen-thirty-five also marks the end of the Shefter and Gould Duo. Gould
appears to have remained financially successful, but it is unclear at how well Bert Shefter
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fared despite his acclaim for writing well-known Tin Pan Alley songs like The Lamp is
Low. For example, in 1941 in the business records of the New York Times, Shefter is
listed as a debtor for $93.10 to D.G Hertz.37
At WOR the musicians often remarked that Gould was very businesslike and that
his arrangements were well suited for their purpose: musical enough to be interesting, but
not so difficult that they could not be learned on short notice.38 Throughout this period,
the flexibility that Gould had earned through his years in vaudeville and Radio City
helped him to create large orchestrations very quickly. For example, Goodman cites a
1940 Metronome Magazine article that said, “an average Gould orchestration ran about
50 pages and took about 8 hours to complete.”39 Of course, this speed was an obvious
asset working in radio where time was of the utmost importance.
Around this period of Gould’s life, he finally began to find some acceptance
within the classical world. For example, Leopold Stokowski programmed Gould’s
Chorale and Fugue in Jazz for the Philadelphia Orchestra. In the program notes Gould
made a plea for the legitimization of popular music. Stokowski was a dedicated fan of
Gould’s music and said, “We will play it until they like it.”40 Despite Gould’s desire for
acceptance within the classical world of music, in 1937 he signed a one-year contract
with Mills Publishing, which at the time mainly published popular works by jazz
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composers such as Cab Calloway, Hoagie Carmichael, and Duke Ellington. While Gould
might have preferred a more prestigious classical publisher, at fifty dollars a week for six
works per year, including arrangements, in total he was making much more money than
the top classical composers of the time.41 The one drawback, however, was that he signed
away his rights to those works. Given how prolific Gould was, this was a small
concession. For example, a 1945 New York Times piece on Gould described him as
having composed or arranged over 100 works over a two-to-three year period.42
When Gould conceived of his American Symphonettes, the idea was to use the
American vernacular to create short symphonies made up of character pieces. While
Goodman says that “symphonettes” was a term meant to imply something compact such
as “a kitchenette or dinette,” it far more likely that that these works were simply meant to
be orchestral vignettes. Both American Symphonettes No. 1 and No. 3 were written and
performed at WOR. American Symphonette No. 2, however, was premiered by the Detroit
Symphony and conducted by his almost-mentor Fritz Reiner. According to Lee Evans,
Gould was worried that the popular reception of the Pavanne would lessen his reputation
as a serious composer. In a 1974 radio interview with Robert Scherman on WQZR,
Gould said, “That if I could compose something that nobody liked, then I would be in
fashion and could consider myself a ‘serious composer.’”43
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Possibly a bigger moment of acceptance may have been when the American
Symphonette No. 2 was chosen to be performed by the New York Philharmonic as part of
the summer series at Lewisohn Stadium. These concerts, however, seemed to be geared
towards the non-typical classical audience, as they were free and performed in a stadium
setting on July 4 and July 31, 1938. The program in figures 3.1 and 3.2 is from this
concert series and indicates that Gould conducted his own work.
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Figure 3.1: Program for Morton Gould’s New York Philharmonic Performance, July 31
193844
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Figure 3.2: Morton Gould on the New York Philharmonic Series, July 31, 193845
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The American Symphonette No. 2 had numerous performances in 1938 and
beyond. After the New York Philharmonic performances, Fritz Reiner was also able to
program two more performances of Symphonette No. 2 with the Pittsburgh Symphony.46
To Reiner’s dismay, Gould did not attend the performance because he considered it too
short of a piece to justify being there. This seems to indicate that while Gould wanted his
works to be performed and gain credibility, he no longer seemed to be terribly interested
in the politics of classical music.
The Lewisohn concerts were not the only performances of the American
Symphonette and its Pavanne with the Philharmonic. In 1942 when Howard Bartow
became the conductor of the Philharmonic, he programmed the work alongside several
other American composers such as Bernard Herrmann and George W. Chadwick. The
program of the concert can be seen in figure 3.3.
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Figure 3.3: Morton Gould at Carnegie Hall, New York Philharmonic, November 12 and
13, 194247
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The American Symphonettes were somewhat unusual among other classical works
because they embraced the jazz idiom. In fact, the American Symphonettes were also
frequently titled the American Swing Symphonettes. In a New York Times promo piece for
the Lewisohn concerts his bio said, “Mr. Gould has definite, advanced ideas on native
American music. He believes for one thing, that the principles of swing music can be
used to good advantage in serious compositions….and definitely belongs in the category
of composers who feel that jazz is not a manifestation to be scorned by the ambitious
musical creator.”48 As Gould often opined, critics had a gift of being able to compliment
and disparage his works within the same sentence for using popular idioms. For example,
a New York Times record release said, “Morton Gould, one of America’s sauciest
composers, rarely produces music that is intellectually impressive, but neither does he
write with a pen dipped in boredom.”49 After Leopold Stokowski conducted South
American Symphonette, the New York Times review reduced Gould’s career to a novelty
and said that the work was composed “[merely]…in a manner effectual enough to bring
the composer to the stage for repeated bows.” Even in one of Gould’s more laudatory
reviews for the New York Philharmonic performance of American Symphonette No. 2 is
filled with half-compliments. The critic wrote,
In this opus the 24-year-old musician has attempted to employ “swing” as a basis
of a work of serious—but not too serious—intentions. He made it evident in the
three movements of the short symphonic creations that he was far more
technically proficient at this sort of thing than the majority of those who have
tried their hand at it. The second division, a “pavanne” employing a constantly
present ostinato figure, was especially engaging. There was a vitality and
rhythmic urge in the music. It was logically and cleverly put together, and
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displayed and intelligence and sureness that also were reflected in his handling of
the stick.50
Consequently, it is not surprising that despite Gould’s monetary success and
popularity, his lack of acceptance within the classical hierarchy was a source of
bitterness.
Gould’s Pavanne and Borrowing from Fauré and Ravel
Gould’s Pavanne can be interpreted as homage to Ravel’s Pavane structurally and
thematically. Oddly, a lot of the scholarship on Gould’s Pavanne tends to describe the
work as being only vaguely connected to Ravel’s Pavane.51 For example, Deborah
Mawer remarks that Gould’s “second theme may have elaborately been derived from
Ravel’s early Pavane pour une infante défunte,” but does not go into any further detail.52
But, four measures before the second theme; Gould uses a direct quotation from Ravel’s
Pavane. For example, examples 3.1 and 3.2 are a comparison of Ravel’s main theme and
Gould’s quotation of it. The lower brackets in example 3.3 highlight Gould’s
ornamentation of the quotation, while the upper brackets highlight the notes in Ravel’s
melody.
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3.1: Metric Reduction of the Main Theme from Ravel’s Pavane

3.2: First Measure, Ornamented Ravel Quotation; Measure Two, Quotation Without the
Ornament
It is somewhat of a mystery as to why this quotation from the Pavane is never
mentioned. Possibly the quotation is so clear that it requires no explanation, but it is
strangely absent from the scholarship. Bebop: The Music and its Players by Thomas
Owens is the only source I have found that discusses the quotation that Gould uses in the
second theme quotation from the Pavane. Specifically, Owens contends that B section
melody in Gould’s Pavanne was derived from measure 8 of Ravel’s Pavane.53 Ravel’s
theme in its original form can be seen example 3.3 and a simplified version can be seen in
example 3.4. I have provided Gould’s B section melody in its original form in example
3.5 and a simplified version in example 3.6. If the ornamental figure (the quarter note
triplet and half note C) is removed from Gould’s melody, it is clear the two are nearly the
same.
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Example. 3.3: Ravel: Theme. Pavane, mm. 13–15.

Example: 3.4: Ravel: Reduction of Melody. Pavane, mm. 13–15.

Example 3.5: Gould: Melody in the Score (Tacet parts are cropped). Pavanne, 60–5.

Example 3.6: Reduction of Gould’s Theme
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Gould’s Pavanne appears to also borrow harmonic voicings from Ravel. Gould
expands the harmony in places, as one would expect from its relationship to jazz, but the
voicing is actually more similar to Ravel’s use of harmony. For example, when Gould
repeats the Ravel quotation at rehearsal marking F, seen in example 3.7, both the brass
and strings are heavily reliant on the use of fourths and parallel fifths. While some of
these aspects are almost universal within Impressionist music, these particular voicings
can be found throughout Ravel’s Pavane, seen in example 3.8, as well as in his Concerto
for the Left Hand.54

Example 3.7: Gould: Harmonization of Ravel Quotation. Pavanne, mm. 67–9.
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the chord voicings of the Concerto for the Left Hand and other works by Ravel. This is also vital to
accompaniment used in Impressions.
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Example 3.8: Ravel: Chordal Voicing in the Right Hand. Pavane, mm. 1–2.
Another place where Gould borrows from other composers is in his
accompaniment, seen in example 3.9. For example, the arpeggio is somewhat similar to
Fauré’s and Ravel’s accompaniments in the orchestrated versions of their Pavanes.
Example 3.10 is the accompaniment in Fauré’s Pavane. While Gould’s example in
example 3.9 outlines an eleventh chord and Fauré’s example is an arpeggiated major
triad, the overall sound is very similar.

Example 3.9: Gould: Accompaniment. Pavanne, mm. 1–2.
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Example: 3.10: Fauré: Accompaniment. Pavane, mm. 1–4.
Since Pavanne was first composed, the work has been adapted for jazz ensembles
and is now most commonly played as an arrangement for wind band.55 While the
Pavanne was particularly popular with classical audiences, it was Gould’s former duo
partner, Bert Shefter, who co-composed the Tin Pan Alley song The Lamp is Low that
reached the widest audience.
The Lamp is Low
After 1935, Shefter continued to work in commercial music but it does not appear
that Gould and Shefter maintained any sort of relationship. In 1945 Shefter became a
musical director at WIN in New York before he moved to Hollywood.56 Before this,
however, Shefter had some success as a Tin Pan Alley composer. About the same time
Morton Gould released the Pavanne in the American Symphonette No. 2, Shefter

55

Ronald Donald Scott, “The Band Music of Morton Gould” (PhD diss., Texas Tech University,

1997).
56

Sidney Lohman, “Bert Shefter becomes the Station WIN as musical director Radio Row: One
Thing and Another,” New York Times, April 29, 1945: X7.
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composed The Lamp is Low with composer Peter DeRose and lyricist Mitchell Parrish.
Figure 3.4 is the cover of the original sheet music published 1939 by Robbins Music
Corporation.

Figure 3.4: Cover for the The Lamp is Low, published by the Robbins Music Corporation
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Although the music and arrangement of this particular version of the work is
entirely that of DeRose, Shefter, and Parish, it highlights a picture of big band leader Red
Novo.57 Robbins Music Corporation released at least ten versions of the sheet music
featuring different big band leaders or vocalists.58 Because the work quickly became a
standard with big bands and singers, this was a way for the publisher to sell more sheet
music to consumers—who may have heard the song by a particular performer. Covers I
have found include Barry Winton, Red Norvo, Eugene Conley, Dorothy Rochelle, Grant
Gordon, Johnny Messner, Gary Nottingham, Larry Taylor, Jack Teagarden, and Howard
Woods. Covers of the first five artists can be seen in figure 3.5.

57

To the best of my knowledge the cover art to The Lamp is Low, is not copyrighted. While EMI
Robbins, now owns the lyrics to The Lamp is Low, with permissions through Sony/ATV, while musical
examples are granted permission through Alfred’s Music Publishing. According to the original 1939
copyright, unlike many publishing entries, there is no mention of copyright on the illustration. Library of
Congress Catalogue of Copyright Entries: Part 3 Musical Compositions 34, No. 1 (Washington: The
United States Printing Office, 1939), 614. It is unclear who created the cover art; however, James
Wohlman, Perret, and Politzer are all candidates. Wohlman is known to have created some covers for
Robbins Music Corp., but it is uncertain if he made the cover for The Lamp is Low. Attribution is more
difficult because after a work of art or music was made for a Tin Pan Alley publisher, the copyright was
assumed by the publisher.
58

Covers I have found include Eugene Conley, Gordon Gray, Johnny Messner, Red Norvo, Gary
Nottingham, Dorothy Rochelle, Larry Taylor, Jack Teagarden, Barry Winton, and Howard Woods.
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Figure 3.5: The Lamp is Low Covers
Gould’s Pavanne and Shefter/DeRose’s The Lamp is Low borrow the first two
melodies from Ravel’s Pavane respectively. While Gould’s Pavanne quotes the first five
measures from Ravel’s Pavane, seen in examples 3.4 and 3.5, Shefter/DeRose quotes
measures 7–10, which becomes the melody for the chorus. Measures 7–10 from Ravel
can be seen in example 3.11, while the corresponding melody can be seen in The Lamp is
Low chorus in example 3.15. The chorus with lyrics can also be seen in their entirety
from the original sheet music in example 3.15.
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Example 3.11: Ravel: Melody. Pavane, mm. 7–10.

Example 3.12: DeRose/Shefter/Parish. Ravel Melody in The Lamp is Low, mm. 1–8.
Composing Duties for The Lamp is Low
While The Lamp is Low quickly became popular, its lyricist, Mitchell Parish, who
had been an active lyricist since 1921, had been working as a county clerk. Although as
early as 1917 Parish had been making about $12 a week writing and then selling his
lyrics to vaudeville acts for his publisher, Mills Music, money was scarce during the
Great Depression. Therefore, even though Mitchell had penned the lyrics for Hoagy
Carmichael’s Stardust in 1927, by 1935 he was forced to take on a non-music job
working for the courts.59 According to a New York Times interview with Parish, these
years were both emotionally and economically difficult—especially after the writing
credit for Duke Ellington’s hit “Mood Indigo” was allegedly stolen from him:
59

According to Parish, it was not until nearly 1940 after Tommy Dorsey, Artie Shaw, and Benny
Goodman recorded their versions of it that it became popular. It is not clear if Irving Mills and Parish
collaborated or the exact details of the situation.
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Prior to the rock era, which brought high-powered entertainment lawyers into the
music industry, business was often conducted casually, sometimes by a
handshake. Mr. Parish is somewhat rueful, though no longer bitter, over the fact
that although he wrote the lyrics for Duke Ellington’s “Mood Indigo,” which was
published in 1931, Irving Mills (Jack Mills’s brother and publishing partner) took
official credit.60
It is not clear if there is any validity to Parish’s accusations. The only written
record of this accusation is in 1987, which was two years after Irving Mills had died—
thus making it impossible for Mills to refute the claims. It was not uncommon, however,
for several lyricists to collaborate on a song. For example, Irving Mills collaborated with
Manny Kurtz on “In a Sentimental Mood,” and with Albany Bigard on “Mood Indigo.”
While Parish may or may not have been involved in the writing of “Mood
Indigo,” it is likely that Parish was influential in the style of Tin Pan Alley lyricists. For
example, Philip Furia posits that Parish’s success with “Stardust,” may have been
influential in steering lyricists away from kitschy lyrics towards his more poetic style that
reference light, color, and nostalgia.61 Likewise, the lyrics to The Lamp is Low are quite
atmospheric through their allusions to light. According to Parish, “Growing up on the
Lower East Side, we didn’t see stars. I don’t want to psychoanalyze myself, but I
sometimes think that all those song lyrics represented about the moon and stars
represented an escape. The expressed a longing for what I couldn’t see.”62 The melody
reflects the lyrics with frequent text painting. For example, the word “low” is always
approached by a downward leap. Likewise, the phrase “My lips will sigh, ‘I love you so’”
is portrayed with a slow descending melody. Lastly, in the phrase “Tonight the moon is
60

Stephen Holden, “Mitchell Parish: A Way with Words: A Revue Pays Homage to the …,” New
York Times Feb. 1, 1987.
61

Philip Furia, The Poets of Tin Pan Alley (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 255–59.
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Holden, “Parish: A Way with Words,” H5.
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high, The Lamp is Low,” the highness of the moon is portrayed with an ascending line
with the highest note on “high,” while the “low” is played with the lowest note of the
piece.

Lyrics
Another perfect day has come to a close
Twelve o'clock, all is well
And while a sleepy world is lost in repose
Let my heart softly tell you
Dream beside me in the midnight glow,
The Lamp is Low
Dream and watch the shadows come and go,
The Lamp is Low
While you linger in my arms,
My lips will sigh, “I love you so”
Dream the sweetest dream will ever know
Tonight the moon is high, The Lamp is Low
Dream beside me in the midnight glow,
The Lamp is Low
Dream and watch the shadows came and go,
The Lamp is Low
While you linger in my arms,
My lips will sigh, “I love you so”
Dream the sweetest dream will ever know
Tonight the moon is high, The Lamp is Low
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The lyrics in the published version vary from most of the big band arrangements
that were recorded. For example, arrangement by artists such as Mildred Bailey, Glenn
Miller, Artie Shaw, and Tommy Dorsey, typically omit the first verse of the piece. The
first verse can be seen in its entirety in example 3.13.

Example 3.13: “Lamp is Low,” Normally Omitted Verse
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It is not clear exactly how Bert Shefter and Peter DeRose split duties on
composing The Lamp is Low. Like Gould and Shefter, DeRose had made a living
working on NBC Radio with his singer May Singhi Breen throughout the 1930s.63 Unlike
Gould and Shefter, who had varying degrees of formal classical education, DeRose
appears to have been largely self-taught.
One aspect that Bert Shefter may have been responsible for is setting The Lamp is
Low as a foxtrot. From his time in vaudeville Shefter was well aware of which types of
song and dance formulas that would have mass appeal, which Shefter later expounded
upon in his book, Tested Song Patterns (1941).64 In this instructional book Shefter
provides aspiring songwriters with a beginner’s guide to songwriting; musicologically,
the book is even more fortuitous because it provides us with a glimpse into his
compositional process. In Tested Song Patterns Shefter includes three pages of
instruction on the importance rhythm plays on the melody. The remainder of the book
includes forty-eight different rhythmic patterns with an empty clef below for the student
to draft a melody in the prescribed rhythm. Shefter says, however, “…considerable
leeway is permissible in the writing of the verse, and oftentimes we find verses where
there is no uniformity in rhythmic pattern.”65 The Lamp is Low is similarly formulaic and
largely fits within his “tested” song pattern schemas. Specifically, “Song Pattern 37:

63

Jack Burton, The Blue Book of Tin Pan Alley (New York: Century House, 1951), 442–44.

64

“Announcements,” New York Times, May 12, 1940: 142. The panel of instructors also included
Herbert Kingsely, and Hy Zaret. Shefter also made additional money by sharing his ideas on song writing.
For example, in May 1940 Shefter was a “celebrity” instructor on the radio show “Yours for a Song” on
WEVD in which amateurs would provide a melody and then the panel would critique the melody.
65

Bert Shefter, Tested Song Patterns (New York: Modern Music Inc., 1941), 4.
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Bright Fox-Trot,” seen in example 3.14, fits the rhythmic scheme for the chorus of The
Lamp is Low.

Example 3.14: Bert Shefter Song Pattern 3766
While this melodic and rhythmic formula is an exact match, it only works if the
first verse is omitted—which has now become commonplace.67 This
ABAC “tested pattern” is also very similar to the original rhythmic pattern heard in the
source material found Ravel’s Pavane in example 3.11.

66

To the best of my knowledge Modern Music Inc. is not longer in business and, unlike Robbins
Music, their copy writes do not appear to have been acquired by anyone. Therefore, this reprint is believed
to be public domain.
67

As to the frequency in which the “verse” is omitted from The Lamp is Low, other than the
recording of the Harry James Orchestra featuring Frank Sinatra, I have not found any additional recordings
that include the first verse.
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Example 3.15: The Lamp is Low Chorus
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The frequently omitted first verse follows a slightly different format in that it
utilizes three short rhythmic patterns, which are repeated within the phrase. Example 3.16
is Shefter’s method of analyzing the simple pattern found in Frère Jacques and example
3.17 is an analysis of the rhythmic cells in the first verse.68 In example 3.22, there are two
distinct patterns: the first measure has a half beat of rest followed by five quarter notes,
which I have labeled 1; and second three note pattern that consists of two quarter notes
followed by a half note, which I labeled 2. This second pattern remains largely intact for
the rest of the phase except that the rhythm of the final note is augmented within each
repetition. Both of these patterns can also be considered an augmented version of
Shefter’s Song Pattern 2 for a slow foxtrot.69 In example 3.18, from Shefter’s song
patterns, the first measure and a half is exactly the same, while the three-note pattern is
found in measures 2 and 4. This may appear to be a bit of stretch; however, according to
Shefter these patterns are meant to be interchangeable and are by no means exhaustive.70

Example 3.16: Bert Shefter Analysis of the Rhythmic Patterns in Frère Jacques

68

Shefter, Tested Song Patterns, 1–5.

69

The rhythmic pattern in “Song Pattern 2” is almost exactly how Frank Sinatra and Harry James
perform the rhythm in the first verse instead of the published pattern.
70

Ibid., 4.
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Example 3.17: Rhythmic Analysis of First Verse of The Lamp is Low

Example 3.18: Bert Shefter Best Pattern 2
Versions of The Lamp is Low
While there are many recorded versions of The Lamp is Low, the earliest versions
by Mildred Bailey with the Red Norvo Orchestra, Frank Sinatra, Tommy Dorsey, Artie
Shaw, and Glenn Miller are possibly the most important.71 Tommy Dorsey had the most
popular version of the song, and it spent eleven weeks on the Billboard charts in 1939.72
As noted previously, while the Harry James Orchestra (with Frank Sinatra) follows the
original song structure, nearly all other big band versions in 1939 omit the first verse.
Instead, the piece is largely typically given some sort of an introduction followed by an
extended instrumental performance of the chorus. In these instances it is not uncommon

71

A partial list of recordings of The Lamp is Low can be found in Appendix I.
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“Songs from 1939” The Worlds Music Charts, http://tsort.info/music/yr1939.htm (accessed Dec.
15, 2015). This source cites that Tommy Dorsey spent eleven weeks on the US Billboard charts; this was
verified through Billboard.

84

for the first half of the piece to be instrumental before the singer is even heard. Even in its
original form, the organization piece is a bit strange because the music in the first verse
never returns. This verse could be interpreted as an introduction, but it seems to be a bit
too long to function as a mere intro. Also, the chorus, which is basically two stanzas of
lyrics, is abnormally long and is simply repeated twice. Accordingly, because the first
verse is omitted in most versions, the long chorus is effectively treated as two separate
verses. This is especially common in big band arrangements where the two sections of
the chorus are not necessarily played consecutively. The organization of these verses,
which can be seen in example 3.19, follows the standard AABA’ song structure. These
lyrics are set to the melody from measures 7–10 in Ravel’s Pavane (also seen in example
3.11). The B section begins with a transposed version of the melody, but is then altered
after a few notes and ends on an E-flat rather than E-natural. In most versions of The
Lamp is Low the AA is treated as Verse A, while BA’ functions as Verse B.

Example 3.19: The Lamp is Low Chorus as Two Verses
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The version by Mildred Bailey is one of the few versions in which the song
begins with the vocals. Also Bailey’s version also includes a solo section before the final
verse, which is a verbatim reiteration of Ravel’s first theme seen in example 3.20, which
indicates that the band was aware of the Pavane in its original form. Bailey’s
organization of the song is intro, verse A, verse B, solo, verse A, verse B, and ending.
Doris Day recorded a popular version of the work and, dated from more than ten years
later, is the most elaborately produced version in this period. Day’s version is very slow,
the vocal line in full of rubato, and the orchestra is larger. In short, this version, even as a
slow ballad, is the least danceable version of the tune. The table below provides examples
of variations in the overall formal organization in several of the earliest recordings of the
work.
Table 3.1
Artist
/Section
Bailey

Intro

Dorsey

Intro

Glenn
Miller

Vocal
Verse B
Transition

Solo

Instrument
Verse A

Vocal
Verse A
Instrument
Verse B

Verse
A

Verse
A
Verse
B

Intro

Instrument
Verse A

Instrument
Verse B

Transition

Artie
Shaw

Intro

Instrument
Verse A

Instrument
Verse B

Transition

Vocal
Verse
A
Verse
A

Vocal
Verse
B
Verse
B

Doris
Day

Intro

Vocal Verse
A

Vocal Verse
B

Solo

NONE

Partial
Verse
B
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Verse B
Solo/
Clarinet
fill and
End
Orches.
Solo/
End
Clarinet
Solo/
End
End

As Table 3.1 illustrates, each version of The Lamp is Low is somewhat unique in
organization. While the big band arrangements of The Lamp is Low are written out, the
arrangements were not static and evolved over time. The Artie Shaw arrangement is an
excellent example in which the first arrangement of the tune is relatively simple in
comparison to the version that evolved over time.73 Example 3.20 is the first page from
Artie Shaw’s first arrangement of the tune ca. 1939. This version is somewhat sparse in
its orchestration and begins with the Ravel melody, seen in example 3.8, with no
alterations.

73

This page reprinted by permission of the Artie Shaw Collection at Arizona State University. My
special thanks to Keith Pawlak for his assistance is tracking down and photographing this early
orchestration from Artie Shaw’s personal collection.

87

Example 3.20: Artie Shaw’s 1939 Arrangement of The Lamp is Low
At the top of the score the title appears in pencil, while there appears to be a
second title in blue pencil. The charcoal pencil attributes composer the melody to
“Pavane, M. Ravel,” rather than DeRose and Shefter, while the blue pencil markings
identifies the piece as The Lamp is High and the composer as “Moishe Ravelli.”74 It is not
clear which markings were added first, but they were likely meant as a joke. Despite the
hasty penmanship of the blue pencil, they are both in Artie Shaw’s hand. While the
introductory melody is not directly out of the Lamp is Low but rather from the first
measures of Ravel’s Pavane, seen in example 3.1, recognition of Shefter and DeRose’s
authorship is curiously absent. Nevertheless, Shaw may have been meaning the work to
74

While Ravelli appears to be an “Italianized” version of Ravel, “Moishe” is Yiddish for Moses.
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be a sort of humorous rebuttal to DeRose, Shefter, and Parish. Also, in this version, the
accompaniment in the piano appears to be modeled after the left hand in original the
Ravel Pavane.
The version that Artie Shaw more frequently performed was arranged sometime
around 1945–1949. This version includes a separate four-measure introduction, which is
announced by a descending glissando in a quartet of saxophones. By using a quartet of
saxophones, a trio of trumpets, and a trio of trombones, the timbre of this orchestration is
much more lush. For example, in the measure immediately after rehearsal marking A,
seen in example 3.21, the melody is traded between the saxophones and trumpets. Shaw
does this throughout this version except that sometimes he uses this as a call and response
between the melody and the accompaniment, while other times he uses the second set of
instruments to complete the melody started in the other. The aural effect is striking
because while the brass and saxophones have a somewhat similar timbre, the switch from
the reeds of the saxophone to the buzzing of the brass causes a swell-type of effect in the
timbre.75

75

This page from The Lamp is Low charts orchestrated by Artie Shaw is reprinted by permission
of the Artie Shaw Collection at Arizona State University.
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Example 3.21: Artie Shaw’s ca. 1945 Version of The Lamp is Low
The Pavanne and The Lamp is Low are a critical step between “classical music”
and popular forms like Tin Pan Alley Songs, classical-jazz hybrid works, big band, and
“serious” jazz. Part of this was born out of the composers’ love of both popular and
classical music, but just as important was the need for a performer and composer to make
a living. This required that they compose music that would have mass appeal while still
trying to find a certain degree of respectability. Using popular classical melodies allowed
them to straddle that line between the two worlds. While both Morton Gould and Bert
Shefter eventually found a degree of this respectability in classical and film music, they
appeared to have become less concerned with the approval of the critics. Nevertheless,
Gould’s words in interviews are still tainted with a certain sense of distain towards elitist
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attitudes towards jazz and commercial music. In those interviews, Gould admitted to
taking comfort in being well compensated for his work—often far more than “serious”
musicians. Nevertheless, one senses that Gould may not have been completely satisfied
with the trade-off.
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CHAPTER 4
Ahmad Jamal’s Pavanne and Miles Davis’s So What
In the larger story of the intertexts that link Ravel’s Pavane to John Coltrane’s
Impressions, the step between Gould’s Pavanne and Impressions is possibly the most
convoluted. While Coltrane’s musical borrowing of a melody from Morton Gould’s
Pavanne in Impressions is obvious, Gould is not typically cited as an influence on
Coltrane. Instead, it is commonly thought that Miles Davis’s So What, which Coltrane
performed on as a member of the Miles Davis Quintet, was the most direct influence on
Impressions. But, as Ted Gioia puts it “Impressions does not so much imitate So What, as
bypass it, returning instead to an even earlier blueprint for modal revolution in jazz.”1
This earlier blueprint may be Ahmad Jamal’s rendition of Pavanne, rather than Gould’s
original composition. Likewise, Miles Davis had been greatly influenced by Jamal, as he
often remarked; therefore, it is thought that the So What is based on a chord progression
in Jamal’s Pavanne—and in turn became the chord progression for Impressions. While
this is the commonly accepted story, the exact compositional credit and inspiration for the
piano part and its famous hook in So What is actually unclear. While Miles Davis took
full compositional credit, some accounts give credit to either Bill Evans or Gil Evans.2
Further, differing analyses of the piano part of So What attribute the exact same chordal
passages to either Bill Evans’s interest in Maurice Ravel’s Concerto for the Left Hand, or
Gil Evans’s interest in Claude Debussy’s Violes. Therefore, exactly what is transferred
1

Ted Gioia, The Jazz Standards: A Guide to the Repertoire (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2012), 191.
2

A partial transcription of Jamal’s version of Pavanne and a complete transcription of the solos
in So What from Kind of Blue by Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Cannonball Adderley, and Bill Evans are
included in Appendix I.
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from the Pavanne to So What, as commonly relayed in jazz lore, is somewhat
questionable.
Ahmad Jamal’s Pavanne and His Reputation
Ahmad Jamal’s version of Pavanne is a trio version of Gould’s Pavanne that was
recorded in 1955 for Epic records. While the work was recorded during the sessions for
The Ahmad Jamal Trio NYC, the Pavanne does not appear actually to have been released
as part of the record.3 Nevertheless, the Pavanne was a part of his regular repertoire and
was known to have influenced Miles Davis.
The exact nature of Jamal’s influence on Davis, while well documented, is
somewhat clouded by the critics. Opinions on Jamal’s influence on Davis range from
understatement to hyperbole. In the 1950s, critics considered Jamal to be a somewhat
skilled but ultimately superficial musician; for example, Martin Williams wrote,
Miles Davis was clearly influenced by the trio of pianist Ahmad Jamal…One can
readily understand why, since Jamal is a sophisticated harmonist and, like Davis,
uses space and openness in his music. Despite the impeccable swing of Jamal’s
group, however, his music seems chic and shallow—all of which is another way
of saying that good art, particularly good popular art, can be influenced by bad.4
Nat Hentoff, in the December 1958 edition of The Jazz Review, refers to Jamal as
“Just a cocktail pianist.”5 Ben Ratliff even characterizes Davis as possibly sharing this
sentiment; about Jamal, Ratliff says “Davis told Nat Hentoff …he too thought of Jamal as
lite jazz.”6 The quotation from Davis is accurate but it is often used out of context to

3

There may have been a version of Pavanne released in 1951 on Okeh Records.

4

Jack Chambers, Milestones: The Music and Times of Miles Davis (New York: Quill William
Morrow, 1985), 204.
5

Nat Hentoff, “An Afternoon with Miles Davis,” Jazz Review 1, no.2 (1958): 11.

6

Ben Ratliff, The New York Times Essential Library: Jazz: A Critics Guide to the 100 Most
Important Recordings (New York: Times Books, 2002), 131.
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imply that Davis was condescending towards Jamal. The interview in its entirety does not
support this characterization. Ratliff follows this quotation with another from Davis,
“You can hardly tell it’s happening. He doesn’t throw his technique around like Oscar
Peterson. Things flow into and out of each other.”7 Unfortunately, many reiterations of
this quotation only provide the first less flattering portrait. Another source that rebuts this
is the liner notes to Jamal’s 1959 The Scene of Ahmad Jamal. In this essay Hentoff
recants his earlier statements deriding Jamal:
About three years ago, Miles Davis, Ahmad Jamal’s most influential champion,
reacted indignantly to my mumbled opinion that Ahmad Jamal was “mainly a
cocktail pianist.” Miles, who had bought all the records Jamal had made up to that
time, began playing them, pointing out to this skeptical listener those elements of
Jamal’s playing that so intrigued him and that have since helped make Jamal a
major force in the jazz record market and an increasingly powerful lure in
personal appearances. “Listen,” Miles said then and later in an interview in The
Jazz Review, “to the way Jamal uses space. He lets it go so that you can feel the
rhythm section…”8
In the complete Jazz Review interview Davis goes even further in his admiration
of Jamal by stating, “Ahmad is one of my favorites. I live until he makes another record. I
gave Gil Evans a couple of his albums, and he didn’t give them back. Red Garland knew
I liked Ahmad and at times I used to ask him to play like that. Red was at his best when
he did. Bill plays a little like that but he sounds wild when he does—all those little
scales.” 9 Similarly, Hentoff cites Cannonball Adderley, who also performed on So What,
as another defender of Jamal. In addition to discussing Jamal’s “use of space,” Adderley
claims that Jamal was influential on Davis’s use of rhythm and form. About this

7

Ben Ratliff, The New York: Jazz, 131.

8

The Piano Scene of Ahmad Jamal, Epic Records LN 3631, 1959.

9

Hentoff, “An Afternoon with Miles Davis,” 11.
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Adderley said that Jamal “uses and creates very interesting interludes…It is true that
Ahmad had influenced Miles Davis. Miles, for example, depends more on the rhythm
section than he used to...Miles has also become fonder of tags and transitory
passages…”10
While Jamal was influential on Davis, this influence may be somewhat
overstated. For example, in a March 3, 2000 interview with Jamal, Paul J. MacArthur
overplays the influence of the Pavanne on both Davis and Coltrane. Jamal neither
confirms nor denies his influence on the two. About this Paul J. MacArthur writes:
While there is a difference between Jamal’s interlude and the melody of “So
What,” it’s probable Davis pulled the concept for “So What,” consciously or
subconsciously, from Jamal’s “Pavanne.” “Impressions,” another jazz standard
and important modal tune, is a different story. While the accepted history is that
Coltrane created “Impressions” as an extension of “So What,” the tale sounds
suspect when you compare Coltrane’s melody to Crawford’s interlude: They’re
exactly the same. Jamal has never been given composition credit but seems
content to sit on the sidelines regarding the historic controversy. “I’m not going to
make that declaration,” says Jamal. “If someone else wants to do it, that’s fine,
but I haven’t made that analysis.”11
The problem is that MacArthur attributes the melody to Ray Crawford (guitar),
even though it is verbatim from Gould’s score. In fact, Jamal was not the first
instrumental group to adapt Gould’s Pavanne. As early as 1939 the Adrian Rollini Trio
recorded a version of the Pavanne for xylophone, string bass, and guitar for the Vocalion
5200 label.12 In 1939 Glenn Miller also recorded the Pavanne as a B-side for Little
Brown Jug.13 In 1951 the Norman Paris Trio also released a jazz arrangement of the
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Ibid.
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Paul J. MacArthur “Ahmad Jamal Interview 03/23/2000 Houston Press.Com, Hal Galper,
http://www.halgalper.com/interviews-2/ahmad-jamal-interview/ (accessed August 2, 2016).
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Adrian Rollini Trio, Moonglow and Pavanne, Vocalion 5200, 1939.
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Glenn Miller, Little Brown Jug, RCA/Bluebird, 1939.
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Pavanne.14 The Paris Trio version is similar to Jamal’s in many respects. For example,
both Jamal and the Paris Trio include extended glissandos and the guitar performs the
melody that becomes the main Impressions melody. The Paris Trio version takes more
liberties by adding countermelodies throughout, but the solos are much shorter and
structurally the work is closer to Gould’s original version. It is hard to get a definitive
count of the number of jazz arrangements of the Pavanne, but given the popularity of
Gould’s Symphonettes, there are likely more. It is clear, however, that Jamal’s version
had the most impact on jazz musicians. The earlier arrangements of Pavanne, such as
performed by the Paris and Rollini Trios, were almost entirely white jazz groups that
remained relatively close to Gould’s score. More highly improvised jazz arrangements of
the Pavanne performed by racially integrated groups became more prevalent after 1955.
The details as to why Ahmad Jamal decided to do a rendition of Pavanne are not
clear. The catchiness of the Pavanne had made the piece very popular and this may have
been enough to inspire him to do his own version of it. In interviews Jamal has repeatedly
been evasive about what influenced him and never seems to mention Gould’s work as his
source material. Further, Jamal has been consistently evasive about his influence on So
What and Impressions. Even in a recent 2014 interview with Sunil Sampat of Rolling
Stone India, Jamal was asked, “Your recording of ‘Pavanne’ in about 1955 states part of
the melody from John Coltrane’s ‘Impressions,’ which came much later! Is there a
connection or was Coltrane also inspired by your work? Something similar is heard in
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Miles’, ‘So What’.” To this question Jamal gives the short answer, “Interesting…I have
heard this many, many, times. You be the judge.”15
While Jamal downplays his influence on Davis and Coltrane, he is quick to praise
the artists who have influenced him. In the same Rolling Stone India interview when
Jamal said, “I was influenced greatly by Art Tatum, Erroll Garner, Nat Cole, and others.
But it is essential that you discover yourself and develop your own approach. I was in a
‘jam session’ with Art Tatum in attendance when I was 14 years of age! [I’d say…] One
of the great memories of my musical life.” Later Jamal expounds on Erroll Garner by
succinctly making the point, “Erroll Garner, pianist from my native Pittsburgh, was one
of the most influential in my career.”16 With this in mind, it is possible that it was not
Gould’s Pavanne that made the biggest impression. Instead, it may have been Errol
Garner’s Pavanne Mood, released six years prior in 1949, which had the biggest
influence on Jamal’s Pavanne. Garner’s Pavanne Mood, however, is not based on
Gould’s Pavanne but rather The Lamp is Low. Nevertheless, it is possible that the linked
history of The Lamp is Low and Gould’s Pavanne may have influenced Jamal to seek out
the latter. Unfortunately, Jamal has thus far not provided any additional insight.
Ahmad Jamal’s Musical Influence on the Piano in the Miles Davis Quintet
While Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker, and Lester Young were among the most
influential figures in Davis’s early career, Ahmad Jamal’s style of piano playing became
the sound he was searching for in his quintet during the 1950s. For example, for the 1955
Night in Tunisia tribute recording to Charlie Parker, Davis hired Red Garland specifically
15
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because he could sound like Jamal. Davis encouraged Garland to voice chords without
the root in the bass and instead voicing the chord with the third or seventh in the bass.
Also by utilizing the middle and upper registers Garland was able to create the sense of
space made Jamal famous.17 Like Jamal, Red Garland also had to live down the label as a
“cocktail pianist.” In a 1978 Village Voice article by Gary Giddons, much space is
devoted to discussing Garland’s label as a “lite” jazz player by “some observers.”18 The
clearest discussion of this subject appears in Mimi Clar’s 1959 examination and defense
of Red Garland’s style of playing. About Garland she said, “The word ‘cocktail’
continually pursues the name of Red Garland and whacks it with an accusing clout. The
brand, I feel, is generally unjustified in Red's case, but probably originates from several
stylistic facts.”19 Red’s style, like Jamal’s, is related to his use of block chords that do not
move around a lot and are only altered through small changes to the inner voices—often
relying on dissonance. Garland, like Jamal, was greatly influenced by Erroll Garner, and
Clar points out that Garland’s
right hand roams around in Garneresque fashion. Another Garland trademark is a
Garner-in-another-year left hand of two chords per measure, reiterated just before
beats one and three below right-hand eighth note lines; this sets up a polyrhythm
between the hands that is just the opposite of Garner's right hand lag: the left hand
is off- the-beat, the right hand on.”20
In addition to encouraging Garland to sound more like Jamal, during the 1950s
Davis began programming a variety of tunes that were considered staples of Jamal’s set
list. Further, the tempo and phrasing of these pieces was clearly imitative of Jamal. Some
17
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of these tunes included on the Tunisia recording included A Gal in Calico and Will You
Still be Mine.21 Again, during this period Davis did not hide his admiration for Jamal and
went so far as to say, “All of my inspiration today comes from Chicago pianist Ahmad
Jamal.”22 It is possible Davis made a point to recognize Jamal—possibly to the point of
hyperbole— because of the consistent minimizing of Jamal’s technique and music by
white critics. This borrowing, however, illustrates several of Davis’s greatest strengths as
a musician: great taste in music, knowing what to borrow and from whom, and the ability
to recognize the strengths of the musicians that formed his groups.
Ahmad Jamal’s Possible Influence on So What
While Impressions uses the harmonic pattern from So What, it is not exactly clear
what So What borrows from Jamal’s version of the Pavanne. While jazz historian Scott
Yanow says that “one section that is similar to Davis’s So What,” he never actually
indicates what section he is talking about.23 Most accounts do not delineate between the
D and E minor chords that make up the chord motive in So What, seen in example 4.1, or
the entire harmonic formula. In Gould’s original version of the Pavanne, this pattern is
not evident, but the closest sections appear to be Gould’s repeated chord motive seen in
example 4.2. In Jamal’s performance of the Pavanne he alters the rhythm and the chords
look somewhat similar, seen in example 4.3.
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Example 4.1: Davis: Piano Motive. So What, mm. 11–12.

Example 4.2: Gould: Repeated Chords. Pavanne, mm. 32–33.

Example 4.3: Jamal: Repeated Chord Motive Re-voiced in Stacked Fourths and Fifths.
Pavanne, mm. 57–58.
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Another place within Jamal’s Pavanne that may also have find its way into So
What could be within the small chord motive during the B section. The specific motive
can be seen in example 4.4 on the second beat of measure 76 and the second beat of
measure 78. The voicing in this transcription is meant to convey overall melodic content,
but in recordings the sound is similar of that in So What.

Example 4.4: Jamal: Accompaniment and Second Theme. Pavanne, mm. 75–8.
As indicated earlier, the melody from So What could have been loosely derived
from Pavanne. Besides the chords, there may be some similarity in the piano vamp at the
beginning of the piece. As seen in the last chapter, the original ostinato accompaniment
figure in the Pavanne by Gould can be seen in figure 4.5.

Example 4.5: Gould: Ostinato Accompaniment Figure. Pavanne mm. 1–2.
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As seen in example 4.6, Jamal retains the octave leap in the left hand of the piano
from Gould, but instead of jumping a minor seventh, Jamal voices this a minor second
below. The electric guitar played by Ray Crawford, however, provides the leap to the
seventh. Of course the rhythm has been slightly syncopated from the original—as well as
within the performance.

Example 4.6: Jamal: Ostinato Accompaniment Figure. Pavanne, mm. 1–2.
This is somewhat similar to the opening and response bass figure in the lead sheet
for So What in example 4.7. It contains opening fifth leap and a vague sort of meandering
motion that could be interpreted as related to the Pavanne.
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Example 4.7: So What Lead Sheet
All of this analysis, however, does not take into account the influence Bill Evans
might have brought to the Quintet.
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The Miles Davis Quintet and So What
When Miles Davis was assembling the Quintet for Kind of Blue, he was looking
for players who could play his tunes, understood the new concept of modal jazz, and
could offer something unique to the album. In 1953 George Russell had released his book
The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization, which sparked the interest in
modality.24 In an interview Russell says that Davis became drawn to modal playing
because of his interest in learning chord changes. Russell recalls one of their meetings
just before the recording of Kind of Blue,
One night Miles and I had dinner together, and we had a very serious discussion
about modes. At the time, Miles was seriously looking for musicians to replace
some of the guys in the band with substance-abuse problems…I tried to show him
where the chord came from. And he got very interested, because, by that time, I
could translate any chord in terms of the Concept, and I could show Miles what its
parent scale was; the scale formed a unity with the chord. Then Miles understood
it. He saw that in the Concept there was an objective explanation for the chord.
He saw that the traditional music overlooked explanation for the chord. Unity was
not a factor. When musicians are talking about harmony, they mean progressional
harmony. They were ignorant—and still are—about a vertical concept. The
Lydian Concept is based on the unity of chord and scale.25
The two musicians that Davis recruited to work on Kind of Blue that would be
able to apply this new modal concept were John Coltrane and Bill Evans.
When John Coltrane joined the Miles Davis Quintet around 1955, his initial
joining of the group may have also been because Coltrane simply knew the set list and
Davis’s preferred sax player, Sonny Rollins, was unavailable.26 About Rollins’s departure
and his need for a replacement Miles Davis said in his autobiography, “Trane was the
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only one who knew all the tunes, and I could not risk having nobody who didn’t know the
tunes. But after we started playing together for a while, I knew this guy was a bad
motherfucker who was just the voice I needed…”27 It is sometimes unclear how well
Davis and Coltrane did or did not get along. For example, within about two and a half
years Coltrane and Philly Joe Jones had left the group about four times. While the Quintet
was very successful musically and professionally during this period, these departures
caused the Quintet to stop performing and recording. Many of these departures were
related to Coltrane’s drug addiction; yet Davis seemed to put a lot faith in Coltrane. It is
important to remember that up to this point, Coltrane was mainly considered a sideman
and even Davis’s recording engineers asked why he brought in that “sad assed saxophone
player.”28 Similarly during these years critic Whitney Balliett referred to Coltrane as
sounding “dry” and “unplanned.”29 Nevertheless, Davis often gave Coltrane lengthy solos
and often gave him the head of the tune.30 About this Davis stated, “But before long,
Trane was much more...After awhile he was a diamond himself, and I knew it, and
everybody else who heard him knew it too.” 31 Accordingly, Coltrane’s experiences with
Davis are credited as the pivotal point in his own musical maturity. Up until this point
Coltrane had been mainly playing in the bebop style that had inspired him back in the
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mid-forties, but with Davis he was encouraged to find his own voice in modal jazz.32
Davis seems to have considered Coltrane and himself as simultaneously reaching their
musical maturity and together catapulting each other to the next level.33 According to
Davis, “The group I had with Coltrane made me and him a legend. That group really put
me on the map in the musical world…It also brought me critical acclaim …and they
really made everybody in that band…all of us, stars.”34 Of course despite Davis’s praise
of Coltrane’s playing, Davis also characterized Coltrane as personally and musically
“greedy.” In a 1985 interview Davis stated, “Trane would find a note he liked and run all
kinds of chords on it. But he was a big hog. I seen him with a whole ounce of dope once,
the dope was spilling over and he wouldn't give it to nobody. So much that it was running
all over everything! Guys would ask him for some, he'd say no.”35 Davis, however, is
famous for his acerbic characterization of most people. Of course in the same interview
Davis refers to Coltrane as a genius and said Coltrane was simply beyond most critics’
understanding even in his early career. Davis recounts their earliest recording sessions,
“When I first recorded Trane, the guy from the record company, said, Miles, who is that
out there playing saxophone? I said, man, just record the shit. You want us to play, we’ll
play, if not we’ll go home. I mean, Trane was a big thing to be dropping on people! That
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was hard shit to just think of!”36 Shortly after Kind of Blue was recorded with the Miles
Davis Quintet, now with Bill Evans on piano, Coltrane had emerged as mature musician
and began to head up his own groups.
Bill Evans was partially brought into the fold because of his and Davis’s similar
understanding of George Russell’s 1953 Lydian Concept of Tonal Organization. Bill
Evans’s input on Kind of Blue brings into question exactly degree of musical borrowing
of Pavanne that finds its way into So What. In regard to his work on Kind of Blue, Bill
Evans was like Morton Gould and Bert Shefter in that his style was rooted in his earliest
musical experiences in classical music. Consequently, Evans sought not to differentiate
between popular and classical music. Much of Evans’s early studies were spent delving
into nineteenth-century piano repertoire such as Debussy, Scriabin, Ravel, and Liszt. In
an interview with Frank Everett for the Jazz Journal, Evans proclaimed, “To me there’s
not much difference between classical music and jazz…If you get deep enough into any
music, the language and fundamental principles are the same…By trying to learn the
language of music I look to all kinds of music.”37 Evans was particularly influenced by
Claude Debussy, who was one of his favorite composers.38 In the 1960s Evans went on to
release several records that included works by Erik Satie, Fauré (his Pavane), Granados,
Milhaud, Chopin, and Scriabin.39 In the 1950s and 1960s Bill Evans became particularly
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interested in the music of Maurice Ravel, specifically his works that were influenced by
jazz such as Concerto for the Left Hand and Concerto in G.
The Concerto for the Left Hand, composed for Paul Wittgenstein, who had lost
his right arm during World War I, is another work that Ravel implies the limited use of
blue notes and extended harmonies.40 After its first performance, the work was not
performed again for nearly six years. Evidently, Wittgenstein took some liberties with the
work, which caused a fight between composer and pianist. Marguerite Long said that in a
letter to Ravel, Wittgenstein wrote, “Performers must not be slaves!” to which Ravel
replied, “Performers are slaves.”41
The Concerto in G, which was composed at the same time as Concerto for the
Left Hand, was largely influenced by the Spanish idioms from the Basque region and
jazz. The Spanish style, however, appears to have been the main influence. Marguerite
Long premiered the concerto after Ravel found it too difficult to perform himself. Long
characterizes the influence of jazz in Concerto in G as present but not overtly. Long
stated, “The Concerto is built with respect for tonal and structural laws; that it discreetly
uses jazz effects, is not less evident.”42 Significantly, Long notes that two alternate titles
for the work that had been considered were Basque Rhapsody and Basque Concerto.
The areas in which these two concertos use jazz are primarily within the use of
dotted rhythms—meant to imitate swing and ragtime, the use of foxtrot rhythms, and the
use of a 10-bar blues within the Concerto in G. The jazz influence found within Ravel’s
40
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Concerto in G and Concerto for the Left Hand was not unnoticed by jazz artists. Some of
Ravel’s ideas found way into Bill Evans’s solos on Kind of Blue. For example, Deborah
Mawer notes that one of the reoccurring four-note motives in Concerto for the Left Hand
is pervasive in Evans’s solos in All Blues. Examples 4.8 and 4.9 compare the motives in
the respective works.43 In example 4.8, the Evans motive is D-E-D-F, whereas in the
Ravel, example 4.9, it is E-F-sharp-E-G

Example 4.8: Davis, Bill Evans Four-Note Motive. All Blues.44

Example 4.9: Ravel, Four-Note Motive, Bassoon. Concerto for the Left Hand, m. 3.
Out of all of these examples, Evans’s chord voicing for So What may have been
derived from Ravel’s Concerto for the Left Hand. For example, the chord voicing of So
What, seen in example 4.1, is remarkably similar to that of the Concerto, seen in example
4.10. Specifically, the voicing is reliant of the stacking of perfect fourths.
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Example 4.10: Ravel: Fourths Voicing. Concerto for the Left Hand, mm. 1–2.
Miles Davis, Bill Evans, and Gil Evans:
Differing Views on the Authorship of So What and Kind of Blue
While these are areas in which the Pavanne may have provided some sort of
general influence on Davis’s piece, I have to admit that the connections are somewhat
tenuous on the page. When listening to the works one after another, however, there does
appear to be some sort of inspiration. But where and how this happens exactly is
questionable. While many interviews discuss the influence of Jamal on Davis, the exact
authorship of So What is somewhat complicated. As with the case in which Mitchell
Parish contends that he was essentially cheated out of his authorship (and royalties) of
“Stardust” by Irving Mills, Bill Evans and/or possibly Gil Evans may have composed So
What. At the very least the introduction to So What has been attributed variously to Gil
Evans, Bill Evans, and both.45 Further, Bill Evans claims that he either authored or
coauthored parts of Kind of Blue. In interview Evans said, “I sketched out ‘Blue in
Green,’ which was my tune and I sketched out the melody and the changes to it for the
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guys. ‘Flamenco Sketches’ was something Miles and I did together.”46 Jimmy Cobb,
however, implies Evans’s authorship was even more direct: “Actually, a lot of that stuff
[for Kind of Blue] was composed in conjunction with Bill Evans…The ideas and music
were mostly where Bill was coming from.” Davis corroborates that Evans brought him
records of Ravel, Rachmaninoff, and Khachaturian for the group to listen to and that
those elements found their way into the album. It is possible that Davis claimed total
authorship because it was his quintet and his album. The album was a result of
collaboration and the haze of creative process may have clouded exact attribution. It is
possible that Davis felt that it was going to be his signature album and he wanted the
credit. In Miles: The Autobiography, Davis flatly denies that Bill Evans composed some
of the tunes on Kind of Blue. Davis stated, “I didn’t write out the music…but I brought in
sketches for what everybody was supposed to play because I wanted a lot of spontaneity
in the playing…Some people went around saying Bill was a co-composer of the music on
Kind of Blue. That isn’t true; it’s all mine and the concept was mine. What he did do was
turn me on to some classical composers, and they influenced me…we were into Ravel
(especially his Concerto for the Left Hand and Orchestra) and Rachmaninoff (Concerto
No. 4).”47
It is also not clear to what extent Gil Evans, who was touring with Davis around
the time Kind of Blue was recorded, took part in composing So What. While Davis said in
a 1959 interview, “I planned that album around the piano playing of Bill Evans,” it has
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been suggested that Gil Evans may have created the meandering introduction.48
According to recording engineer Teo Macero, Gil Evans was at the recording session and
it was his suggestion.49 Jimmy Cobb, who previously affirmed Bill Evans’s coauthorship
for most of the album, agreed by saying, “Man, it sounds like Gil’s stuff.”50 While Bill
Evans has never claimed authorship of So What, he has never addressed Gil’s influence
on the introduction. According to Peter Pettinger’s Bill Evans: My Heart Sings, Paul
Chambers was only provided a “single-line sketch” for the introduction.51 Therefore, it is
not clear if Evans had improvised his part, or composed it, or if had been composed by
Gil Evans.
Another possibility is that Teo Macero’s crediting of Gil Evans may have come
about because Gil also created a string arrangement for the TV recording of The Sounds
of Miles Davis, which was about a month after Kind of Blue was recorded.52 About this
Stephanie Stein Crease says, “The prelude, though brief, is a striking arrangement
developed from an introductory motif on bass by Paul Chambers. Anita Evans said that
Gil may have been inspired to write the prelude by hearing Paul Chambers fooling
around with this piece…”53 In Kind of Blue: The Making of a Masterpiece, Ashley Kahn
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says that Gil Evans composed the intro based on the introduction of Voiles by Claude
Debussy. 54 For example, example 4.11 is of the introductory measures of Debussy’s
Voiles, while example 4.12 is a transcription of the introductory measures of So What.

Example 4.11: Claude Debussy: Introduction. Voiles, mm. 1–9.
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Example 4.12: Davis: Piano Introduction. So What, 1–9.
The problem is the timeline: Did Gil Evans come into the picture first or second?
It is possible that Gil Evans may have had some input on the “sketches” that Davis later
provided to the players—after all, the introductions do have a similar meandering quality.
It is also possible that Gil Evans made the larger arrangement and somehow this has
altered the oral history of the origin story of So What. All of this, of course, is further
complicated simply by the similarity of Bill and Gil Evans’s names. Most likely, all of
these people had a hand in the creative process, but exactly how is not clear.
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In Bill Evans’s solo in example 4.13, which has never been attributed to Gil
Evans, it has a similar sort of restraint that is found in the playing of Ahmad Jamal,
therefore it is unclear if Davis had instructed Evans to play like Jamal, just as he did with
Red Gardland. Also, the chord voicings in both the intro and the solo, examples 4.13, are
very similar to those seen in the Jamal accompaniment seen in example 4.3. Nevertheless,
I contend that Evans’s solo was less influenced by Ahmad Jamal and Gil Evans and more
influenced by the same source material that influenced by Ravel, which has the similar
chord voicings seen in example 4.10.

Example 4.13: Davis: Evans Piano Solo. So What.
Therefore, the piano accompaniment—and possibly melody—may have not been
as influenced by Gould and Jamal as it was by Ravel. Accordingly, this presents a further
twist in the story of the piece. In the end, however, all of these pieces may best be
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described as a somewhat random mixture of the same limited set of source material. It is
also conceivable that these chord voicings had become part of the vernacular of the time.
It is undeniable, however, that which Evans was influenced by the Impressionism, as
were many jazz artists, and this cannot help but become part of what now may be both
consciously and subconsciously part of the jazz idiom.
It is clear that Miles Davis, as he said numerous times, was influenced by the
piano playing of Ahmad Jamal. It is also clear that John Coltrane borrows the melody
from Pavanne, The Lamp is Low, and the D minor seven-E-flat minor seventh harmonic
pattern from So What for Impressions. What is less evident is exactly how So What, if at
all, is related to the Pavanne. Often it is said that the overall harmonic structure in So
What is derived from Gould’s Pavanne, but exactly where is up to debate. For example
the section in Gould’s Pavanne that Impressions is based on, when the melody repeats in
Gould it is not a D minor seven to E minor seven, but rather it is based on G minor seven
to B-flat minor seven. In So What, however, the B section is not repeated a minor third
higher, but rather a minor second higher. Also, it has been suggested that the melody for
So What is “note-for-note” from Ahmad Jamal’s version of Pavanne.55 Again, exactly
where this happens is up to debate.
Personally, I prefer the story that Miles Davis and Bill Evans based the chords in
So What on Concerto for the Left Hand by Ravel. I also like the story that the overall
harmonic pattern in So What is a play on Gould/Jamal’s accompaniment vamp that
simply moves between chords a second apart. But does a two-chord vamp connote a
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conclusive musical quotation? Nevertheless, it is John Coltrane’s Impressions that truly
connects these works. Accordingly, this connection may partially be why the Pavanne
and So What are often uttered in the same sentence.56 The next chapter explores how all
these elements come together in Impressions.

56

In intertexuality this scenario is describes as when the second reading, in this case
Impressions, transforms the reading of the first text, such as So What.
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CHAPTER 5: COLTRANE
The past year may be remembered in jazz annals, as the year when John Coltrane,
a tenor saxophonist, achieved the top-rank stature that his supporters had for some
time felt was inevitable. To others, it may not have seemed quite so certain that
Mr. Coltrane’s years of public struggle to find and control a personal means of
musical expression would finally succeed…Mr. Coltrane is now 35 years old,
relatively ancient for a newly arrived star by normal jazz standards. However,
until about five years ago Mr. Coltrane appeared content to be a journeyman
jazzman. Then, while he was a member of the Miles Davis Quintet, he began an
exploration of the resources of his saxophone….—John S. Wilson, New York
Times, Dec. 10, 19611
Unlike Morton Gould or Miles Davis, John Coltrane was not an acclaimed
Wunderkind. While retrospectively we consider Coltrane’s albums Blue Train or Giant
Steps as iconic jazz recordings by a jazz legend, when they were first released, Coltrane’s
performances were often derided. Throughout Coltrane’s musical development, he was
frequently looked at with skepticism. For example, John Wilson characterized Coltrane’s
pre-1960s work in the following manner, “During this time Mr. Coltrane’s playing was
often relentlessly repetitious, his tone was frequently harsh and his melodic ideas
negligible. His solos were often of inordinate length…”2 Even while Wilson lauded
Coltrane’s work in the 1960s for its ingenuity, he still continued to fault Coltrane for his
long solos. In this chapter I discuss Coltrane’s artistic development and the influences
that eventually found their way into Impressions. While Coltrane showed great potential
in his earlier recordings, it was in the early 1960s when Coltrane began to create music
that was more innovative. While some looked upon Coltrane’s artistic maturity as a
milestone in jazz, others looked continued to look upon it negatively. For example, within
1
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days of the now famous recording of Impressions at the Village Vanguard, John Tynan of
DownBeat Magazine wrote a scathing review of Coltrane in which he refers to his style
as “anti-jazz.”
At Hollywood’s Renaissance Club recently [Nov. 23, 1961], I listened to a
horrifying demonstration of what appears to be a growing anti-jazz trend
exemplified by these foremost proponents [Coltrane and Dolphy] of what is
termed avant-garde music…I heard a good rhythm section go to waste…behind
the nihilistic exercises of the two horns. Coltrane and Dolphy seem intent on
deliberately destroying [swing]…they seem bent on pursuing an anarchistic
course in their music that can but be termed anti-jazz.3
In this respect, Coltrane’s life story is somewhat more similar to that of Maurice
Ravel: simultaneously described as either a non-standout or a budding talent. Even when
these artists began to have success, reviews of their works were polarized. While
Coltrane did not set himself apart as a “genius,” there is evidence that Coltrane’s musical
curiosity and obsessive work ethic began at an early age, which makes his ascendency
less surprising. Nevertheless, it has been Coltrane’s posthumous history that has elevated
him to an iconic figure well beyond what he experienced in his lifetime.
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Early Training
Despite his having performed professionally for nearly twenty years, John
Coltrane’s pre-1960s music, with a few exceptions, tends to be little noticed. Arun
Navder’s brief assay of the cultural significance of Coltrane’s works, like most
discussions of Coltrane, treated Coltrane as if he was artistically born in 1960: “Coltrane
recorded from 1949 to 1967. It was not until he finished his work with Miles Davis and
Thelonious Monk that he assumed full responsibility of his work.”4 As a young student,
John Coltrane did not immediately stand out as an exceptional talent. he began playing Eflat horn and clarinet around eleven, but he switched to alto saxophone in high school. It
is, however, questionable how average Coltrane was as a performer even during this
period. Richard Turner suggests that Coltrane appears to have been quite driven to learn
how to play because of the influence of his father.5 In an interview with Walter Hoover
he said, “John always said he wanted to play like his father.”6 Accordingly, the intensity
of Coltrane’s musical studies seemed only to further increase after Coltrane’s father died.
According to Lewis Porter:
…the loss of his father at the beginning of his teen years was critical. It was just at
this time that he began to make up music, playing the first the alto horn, then the
clarinet, and from the beginning he is said to have practiced continuously,
obsessively, as if practicing would bring his father back or maybe help him to
forget his father—as if succeeding in music, he could restore stability and control
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to his life….“For awhile,” observed his high school friend David Young, “I don’t
think he had anything but that horn.”7
As a student at High Point High School in North Carolina, Coltrane is generally
described as being interested mainly in music, which possibly resulted in him receiving
mediocre grades in his courses. In his earlier years, Coltrane was placed within the “A”
section of the segregated Leonard Street Elementary School, which was where the
students with the highest grades were placed, but this ended by the time he entered high
school.8 As Coltrane’s interest in music increased, his grades went down to C’s.9 While
in interviews he downplayed his musical abilities in high school, people he played with at
the local youth center assessed him a bit differently. According to his co-clarinetist Floyd
P. Phifer, “I believe John had the advantage because in his home they had a piano so
therefore he was kind of familiar with notes. He really taught me a lot because even
though we started out at the same time he was advanced.”10 Early in his training he
developed seemingly obsessive practicing habits—habits that arguably find their way into
the sort of repetitious and additive type of improvisation that he was later lauded and
disparaged for. About his early practice habits John Ingram said, “John was very much
the quiet type, but very creative. We’d come over to his house and have jam sessions in
the basement, just kids fooling around. But John was not only practicing and running
scales, he’d also learned several popular tunes and he could play them note-for-note. He
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played a version of ‘Margie’ that I swear was just as fine as Jimmy Lunceford’s.”11 In
contrast to Miles Davis, who did not like to rehearse or practice, Coltrane diligently
practiced about three to four hours a day. According to Rosetta Haywood, “He kept that
saxophone with him all the time…Even as a child he would sit at the [dining room] table
and practice all the time. He practiced all the time.”12 Later in 1966 when asked by Frank
Kovsky how much he practiced, it was clear that the same work ethic was in place. About
this Coltrane said, “Not too much [practice] at this time. I find that it’s only when
something is trying to come through you know that I really practice and then it’s just, I
don’t know how many hours, it’s just all day.”13
Coltrane’s early musical education, like that of Miles Davis (though perhaps to a
lesser degree), also had some influence from western classical music. Coltrane had been a
member of the community wind band with Reverend Warren Steele, who eventually
replaced Coltrane after he discovered him playing jazz on the side.14 At Coltrane’s
Methodist Church he was a singer and would perform both classical and sacred music.
One frequently told story is of Coltrane singing the contrapuntal vocal lines while
performing Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring.15
After graduation from high school, Coltrane moved to Philadelphia. Possibly to
combat homesickness, or for safety, or familiarity, Coltrane tended to surround himself
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from people from North Carolina. He may have sought out a network of trustworthy
connections after having been assaulted by an off-duty Campbell’s Soup Company coworker with gang connections who was extorting money from workers. According to
Lewis Porter, all of Coltrane’s closest connections were from the Carolinas: Naima (his
wife), Thelonious Monk, Jimmy Heath (family connections to N.C.), and Dizzy
Gillespie.16
In Philadelphia Coltrane spent a year studying theory at the Ornstein School of
Music, which may have been where he expanded his influences to include classical
avant-garde music. The composer Leo Ornstein, who founded the school, was well
known for advocating for modern music through his use of nonfunctional tonality,
atonality, and irregular meters and rhythms.17 Ornstein formed his school after a stint
working for the Philadelphia School of Music. The overall enrollment in the 1940s seems
to have hovered around 700 students. This is a number that was bolstered by the number
of former soldiers on the GI Bill—which is how Coltrane would later pay for his studies
at the Grandoff School of Music.18 While it is likely that Ornstein had an impact on the
overall curriculum, Coltrane did not take any courses with Leo Ornstein himself. Instead,
he mainly studied theory and saxophone with Mike Guerra. At the Ornstein School
Coltrane became an ever-present fixture, and his studies appear to have been mainly
concerned with learning standard classical repertoire and music theory. According to
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Guerra, Coltrane was meticulously attentive to detail and obsessive in his practice. About
Coltrane’s work ethic while learning Franz Schubert’s Ständchen, he said, “He worried
me to death with that one [piece]. The first thing in the morning he’d get up and grab the
horn—before he’d leave for work—and the first things when he’d come in that afternoon.
The last thing at night he’d have that horn and the only thing I really remember is
Schubert’s ‘Serenade.’”19 This is the same fastidiousness that Coltrane had already
displayed even within his early youth. Family friend Betty Jackson characterized the
young Coltrane as, “He was a very neat child. All of his work was neat, all of his papers
were exact. I would say he was meticulous with his work. He played rough with boys
but…he was always neat.”20
One of the reasons that Coltrane sought work at the Campbell’s factory was
because World War II was still underway. Because Campbell’s provided rations for the
armed forces, Coltrane was hoping that the job would somehow prevent him from being
drafted. Nevertheless, in 1945 Coltrane entered the Navy. The possibility of his being
engaged in direct combat was slim because the armed forces were still segregated, and as
an African American he was more likely to be relegated to support positions such as
working in the kitchen. The likelihood of him being deployed to Europe or the South
Pacific further shrank because the first day Coltrane was in the Navy was the same day
that the Enola Gay dropped the Little Boy on Hiroshima and on August 6, 1945.21 The
Boxcar dropped the Fat Man on Nagasaki three days later. After Coltrane’s basic training
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he was stationed in Hawaii. In Oahu he essentially took on Navy Band duties in the
Melody Makers—which was segregated—and likely additional duties in the kitchen.22
Generally, the atmosphere was quite relaxed, and being part of the Melody Makers
provided performance opportunities while in the service. With the need for troops and
bands quickly dissipating, Coltrane was discharged from the Navy after only one year on
August 11, 1946. The main benefit of this experience, however, was that the GI Bill
allowed him to pursue additional studies in music.23
After being discharged from the Navy, he used the GI bill to study at the Granoff
School (community music school) with Dennis Sandole in Philadelphia.24 One aspect of
Coltrane’s early studies that put into question of his supposed late blooming was his
reputation at the Grandoff School. Specifically, he was often referred to as the “Tenant of
the School” due to his dogged work ethic and his consistently high level of
performance.25
This period after Coltrane’s tour in the Navy appears to be a decisive point of
departure: he first encountered the Night in Tunisia recordings of Gillespie and Parker in
1946. About Gillespie and Parker, Coltrane said in a 1960 interview in DownBeat, “As
far as musical influences, aside from saxophonists, are concerned, I think I was first
awakened to musical exploration by Dizzy Gillespie and Bird. It was through their work
that I began to learn about musical structures and the more theoretical aspects of
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music.”26 During these years Coltrane said that another of his early influences was Lester
“Prez” Young, who had been playing with Count Basie. It is not surprising that these two
saxophonists influenced Coltrane. Both were well-known sax players, and Young had
similarly influenced Charlie Parker. In fact, Charlie Parker’s first claim to fame was
being able to perform all of Lester Young’s solos verbatim after his now mythic stint
studying Young’s albums while on tour in the Ozarks.27 Later that year Coltrane also
recorded Night in Tunisia with performers from his Navy Band, the Melody Masters.
Coltrane’s playing was still, by all accounts, quite unremarkable at this point.28 With each
new performance opportunity, Coltrane appears to have made a conscious effort to refer
back to his musical heroes—Gillespie and Parker. For example, whether by design or
opportunity, the group that Coltrane played with after the Melody Makers was King
Kolax—the group Parker had played with in the late 1930s.29 Soon after playing with
King Kolax, Coltrane began playing with Jimmy Heath. Heath and Coltrane began to
emulate their musical idols by frequently studying modern classical scores and recordings
at the library. According to Jimmy Heath, “Trane and I used to go to the Philadelphia
Library together and listen to listen to Western classical music…we listened to the
Firebird Suite and Rite of Spring because we heard that Parker was walking around with
miniature scores of Stravinsky. We were in tune with whatever was happening with Bird
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and Diz.”30 Coltrane’s score studies appear to have coincided with the first time that he
met Charlie Parker in person in 1946, and then again in 1948.31 According to Jimmy
Heath, he and Coltrane studied the Firebird Suite and “looked at the cadenzas for
harmonic possibilities.”32 About his time studying and playing with Jimmy Heath,
Coltrane said,
Jimmy Heath, who, besides being a wonderful saxophonist, understood a lot about
musical construction. I joined his group in Philadelphia in 1948. We were very
much alike in our feeling, phrasing, and a whole lot of ways. Our musical
appetites were the same. We used to practice together, and he would write out
some of the things we were interested in. We would take things from records and
digest them. In this way we learned about the techniques being used by writers
and arrangers.33
During this period Coltrane was frequently assimilating the styles of whomever
he had recently discovered. It was with Parker, however, that Coltrane had become
obsessed. About this period, saxophonist Benny Golson discussed how Coltrane was
trying to find his musical style and the influence Charlie Parker made on him:
Coltrane used to talk about Johnny Hodges all the time until after we saw Charlie
Parker at the Academy of Music. Not long after, John pulled a disappearing act,
as he sometimes did, and I didn’t see him for almost two weeks. Whenever he did
this, he’d usually be into something new when he showed up again. This time, he
dropped by my house with his alto and when he started playing I heard more
Charlie Parker than Johnny Hodges coming out of his horn. Hodges was dead; but
Bird lived.34
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While Coltrane was playing with Heath, he still continued to play with other
groups, which often contained other members of Heath’s band. One such group was the
Johnny Lynch quintet, which also included James Forman (who also played with Dizzy
Gillespie), Specs Wright, and Stanley Gaines. Within this group Coltrane is first
definitively known to have performed an arrangement of Ravel’s Pavane. In an interview
Forman said, “Trane wrote some original music…but Lynch wrote almost everything.
We had arrangements of things like Ravel’s Pavane. We had a jazz arrangement on that,
and it was gorgeous.”35 While this arrangement may have been an arrangement of
Ravel’s Pavane, Forman is does not specify. Because of the popularity of The Lamp is
Low, Pavanne by Morton Gould, and Ravel’s Pavane, the arrangement could have been
referring to any one of the three.
After his tenure with the Jimmy Heath band, Coltrane began playing with Eddie
Vinson. Again, he had yet to find his style and as such, according to Vinson, Coltrane
was reluctant to play solos and was content to simply accompany and watch what the
others were doing. Vinson also noted that during this period Coltrane tended to change
his style “every six months.”36 After Vinson, Coltrane continued to perform with Jimmy
Heath and also had a brief stint with the Howard Mcgee Band.37 During the 1940s,
Coltrane continued to play in a number of bebop groups in which he developed his sense
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of phrasing, melodic motives, and flow that became part of his musical voice that
eventually helped to define his style in the 1960s.38
As stated in chapter 4, the addition of John Coltrane to the Miles Davis Quintet
around 1955 may have been partially out of convenience.39 Further, at that point Coltrane
had yet to define himself as an artist. It was with Davis that he was encouraged to find his
own voice and earned the credibility to be taken seriously.40 A recurring theme is that
despite Coltrane’s talent, he was definitely not to everyone’s taste. Some praised him
extravagantly—bassist Art Davis, hearing Coltrane play with Miles in 1957 at the
Showboat in Philadelphia, was immediately reminded of hearing Parker play at the same
venue. Bob Weinstock of Prestige records even called him “the new Bird,” but many in
that same Philadelphia audience, again according to Art Davis, “could not understand
[Coltrane] and were hostile. Not everybody, but there were some people talking and
booing even though it was his hometown in Philly.”41
Around the time Kind of Blue was recorded with the Miles Davis Quintet/Sextet,
Coltrane was being recognized as a mature musician. Coltrane and Davis continued to
perform together on and off for the next few years; however, it has been well documented
that Coltrane was periodically kicked out of the group when his drug and alcohol
addictions became too big to ignore. Coltrane had problems with substances before he
joined Miles Davis, but it was when Coltrane began to regularly show up to performances
38
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late, drunk, and looking disheveled that Davis snapped. At one point Davis physically
attacked him and then kicked him out of the group.42 While Coltrane continuing on this
path for several months after being fired, he must have reached a point where he realized
the opportunities he was squandering and then quit drinking and drugs. He continued to
struggle with addiction throughout the remainder of his life, but this began a clean period
for him—as well as one of his most creative. About this Coltrane said, “About that time I
made a decision…that’s when I stopped drinking and all that [drugs]. I was able to play
better right then…that helped me in all kinds of ways when I stopped drinking. I could
play better and think better and everything.”43 During his forced hiatus from the Miles
Davis Quintet, Coltrane wrapped up his study with Thelonious Monk. Monk appears to
have been the “go to” person to study chords and harmony for a many jazz performers.
Davis also remarks of Monk’s influence during lessons on harmony and composition
within his autobiography. About this Davis said, “Man, Monk taught me more about
music composition than anyone else on 52nd Street. He showed me everything; play this
chord like that, do this, use that…But you had to be quick…If you weren’t serious about
what you were doing and what he was showing you…It was over for your ass…The shit
done passed you by.”44 Likewise, Coltrane said,
In 1955, I joined Miles on a regular basis and worked with him till the middle of
1957. I went with Thelonious Monk for the remainder of that year. Working with
Monk brought me close to a musical architect of the highest order. I felt I learned
from him in every way—through the senses, theoretically, technically. I would
talk to Monk about musical problems, and he would sit at the piano and show me
the answers just by playing them. I could watch him play and find out the things I
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wanted to know. Also, I could see a lot of things that I didn’t know about at all.
Monk was one of the first to show me how to make two or three notes at one time
on tenor…I think Monk is one of the true greats of all time. He’s a real musical
thinker—there’s not many like him. I feel myself fortunate to have had the
opportunity to work with him. If a guy needs a little spark, a boost, he can just be
around Monk, and Monk will give it to him.45
Eventually Coltrane was able to return the Miles Davis Quintet and by the late
1950s he was ready to go on his own. In 1960 he played his last tour with Davis. Having
already released Blue Train, Giant Steps, and on the cusp of My Favorite Things,
Coltrane was ready to claim the main stage permanently. Jimmy Cobb described the
apathy in which Coltrane approached his last performances with Davis:
The last time Trane played with Miles was on a tour of England in March 1960.
All he had with him were his horns, an airlines bag, and a toilet kit. He didn’t
really want to make the gig, but Miles talked him into it. He sat next to me on the
bus, looking like he was ready to split at any time. He spent most of the time
looking out the window and playing Oriental-sounding scales on soprano.46
Coltrane may have been ready to embark on his own musically but he also may
have been encouraged by new financial opportunities. Specifically, jazz in New York had
begun to settle in the East Village, which provided numerous new paying gigs. This
renaissance of a relatively ignored area of New York was in part due to the demolition of
the Third Avenue El, an elevated rail line that acted as a sort of barrier in the
neighborhood; its closure allowed Greenwich Village to spread eastward, providing
inexpensive housing in the area of the city, long known for its artists and musicians, that
was beginning to be gentrified. In the East Village, there were still plenty of apartments
without running hot water—cold-water flats—that artists could rent for less than $75 a
month, while financially successful artists were known to buy cheap apartments, renovate
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them, and then ask for up to $500 a month.47 Cheap rents and an overall lower standard
of living helped to create new performance venues for this new audience. Clubs such as
the Five Spot Café and The Half Note, however, were able to fit only about 100 patrons
and had a limited weekly performance budget of about $1000. This was a stark contrast
to the larger jazz venues, such as the Jazz Room, which was able to offer ten times this
amount per night for about three to ten nights. Nevertheless, The Half Note and the Five
Spot Café were vital to jazz musicians because what they could not offer in per night
income, they could offer time on stage: artists typically had performance engagements
lasting twice as long at the smaller clubs—some even lasting months; Thelonious Monk
spent about three and a half months per year for two years playing at The Half Note.
According to the New York Times, “The possibilities of such extended engagements have
encouraged several musicians who have long developed a following as sidemen to take
the risk of starting groups of their own. John Coltrane, whose new quartet is at the Half
Note, was induced to leave the security of Mile Davis’s group for this reason.”48
Another factor that helped Coltrane, not only in his recording of Impressions but
also his career, was the creation of Impulse Records. Like the expansion of Greenwich
Village into the East Village that helped to provide modern jazz musicians to reach a
specific audience, Impulse was largely a niche company that allowed the same musicians
to release records. Specifically, Impulse appealed to musicians who were trying new
things out that may or may not prove to be commercially viable. Impulse was created as a
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subsidiary of ABC-Paramount to move in on the markets that had been dominated by
smaller independent labels such as Prestige, Verve, and World Pacific.49 While jazz was a
small commercial market at the time—making up only about 7-8% of the market—it was
reliable. When asked why the desire to move into the jazz market, Bill Kaplan of ABC
Records said, “Catalogue. One thing that we used to discuss is that jazz is a catalog item.
It’s like classical. You’re not going to make a lot of money in any one year out of jazz,
but it’s something that will always be there.”50
As a smaller company Impulse was not only able to allow less mainstream acts a
venue to experiment but also mainstream artists as well. One of Impulse’s first releases
was Ray Charles’s Genius + Soul = Jazz, which unlike his previous recordings was a
purely instrumental big band recording. While Georgia on my Mind was a hit for ABC
Records, it was still a drastic departure, and doing an instrumental jazz album was even
more so. Therefore, rather than take the risk at the larger ABC Records, Impulse was able
to take its place. Also as a smaller label, this allowed artists such as Coltrane—former
sidemen—to release more challenging records with less financial risk. Other former
sidemen that released on Impulse include Gil Evans and Kai Winding.51 When Coltrane
went to Impulse he had already had success at Blue Note Records and the major label
Atlantic, but Impulse was able to offer more money and freedom. While Coltrane felt the
urgency to have another “My Favorite Things,” the label itself was open to having him
push the musical envelope.52
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Influences Leading up to Impressions: Spirituality and Non-Western Music
Coltrane was well known not only for his dedication to long and meticulous
practicing, but also as a student of all types of music. Coltrane was arguably a cut above
other musicians in regard to the depth and intensity in which he studied music. While part
of Coltrane’s musical curiosity was just his temperament, his musical quest seemed to
deepen after he was kicked out of the Miles Davis Quintet and resolved to stop using
drugs. While Coltrane continued to struggle with addiction, which was likely the
underlying cause of his death from hepatitis B and hepatocellular carcinoma (liver
cancer), this particular event was a spiritual awakening for Coltrane.53 About this period
he said, “A few years ago I recovered my faith. I had already lost and regained this faith.
I was brought up in a religious family, I had the seed of it inside me, and, at certain times,
I recover my faith. All this relates to the life one leads.”54 Coltrane reaffirmed his
newfound spirituality in the liner notes of To a Love Supreme, “During the year of 1957, I
experienced, by the grace of God, a spiritual awakening which was to lead me to a richer,
fuller, more productive life. At that time, in gratitude, I humbly asked to be given the
means and privilege to make others happy through music.”55 While Coltrane’s
spirituality, which originated with his upbringing in High Point, North Carolina, had been
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renewed, it was also filled with contradictions. For example, according to Eric Nisenson
in Ascension: John Coltrane and His Quest, Coltrane had a mistress beginning in 1960.56
In a diary entry, the woman said, “John visited me for two hours…Noticed a Bible in my
library, said, ‘Are you Christian? Because if you are not, we’re through.’ I said I was.
End of discussion.”57 Musically, Coltrane sought to explore this spirituality through
usage of repetitive, often modal, motives that continually unfold. Specifically, Coltrane
began exploring this through his continual studies of Indian classical music, African and
African-American traditions, and western classical music.
The origins to many of Coltrane’s improvisational motives can be traced to his
daily practice routine. For example, Coltrane was incessantly practicing Nicolas
Slominsky’s Thesaurus of Scales and Patterns, from which he had usually picked a new
page every day to practice since the 1950s. Coltrane was also known to learn patterns and
scales from Yusef Lateef, who later published his patterns in the Repository of Scales and
Melodic Patterns. Slonimsky’s book is more or less a collection of avant-garde melodic
patterns, while Lateef’s Repository is a collection of jazz and blues patterns, as well as
patterns from Eastern cultures, particularly Indian music. Around the time that Coltrane
recorded Impressions at the Village Vanguard, it is known that he was practicing Indian
ragas. For example, Earl Gubbs noted asking Coltrane about a Ravi Shankar record he
noticed. According to J.C. Thomas, “John played them a morning raga and wrote out
some pentatonic scales for them to study…This spare Indian music…seize[d] him with
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such fervor that he started corresponding with Shankar in 1961 and eventually culminated
in their first personal meeting in 1965.”58 About this period Coltrane said:
I’ve been devoting quite a bit of my time to harmonic studies on my own, in
libraries and places like that. I’ve found you’ve got to look back at the old things
and see them in a new light. I’m not finished with these studies because I haven’t
assimilated everything into my playing. I want to progress, but I don’t want to go
so far out that I can’t see what others are doing. I want to broaden my outlook in
order to come out with a fuller means of expression. I want to be more flexible
where rhythm is concerned. I feel I have to study rhythm some more. I haven’t
experimented too much with time; most of my experimenting has been in a
harmonic form. I put time and rhythms to one side, in the past. But I’ve got to
keep experimenting. I feel that I’m just beginning. I have part of what I’m looking
for in my grasp but not all.59
Coltrane’s study of these sources changed how he approached music. From the
1950s when Kind of Blue was recorded, he began to purposefully interject Eastern
influences into his music. This can be heard in such works as India, Om (which is word
chanted during meditation), So What, and of course Impressions.60 Unlike many of the
rock and jazz performers who dabbled in Indian music that was suddenly fashionable,
Coltrane appears to have been a cut above the rest. For example, David R. Reck
characterizes the intersection of jazz and Indian music as little more than a hasty
dalliance. Coltrane, however, he places in a different category:

As the sixties progressed, musicians in other genres began to be swept up in the
Indian music fad. There was a brief flurry in jazz, with the obligatory preperformance sojourn in Calcutta or Bombay, Sanskritic titles for tunes, scat
singers in saris, tambura drone backgrounds, guest tabla players, and pseudo-raga
improvisations which usually quickly metamorphosed into the more familiar jazz
licks. On a more serious level the soaring “wall of sound” saxophone
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improvisations of John Coltrane and others against background drones or one or
two chord riffs might be seen as resulting from an Indian music influence
(Coltrane himself studied yoga in his last years).61
While Coltrane was obviously influenced by Indian and classical music, he also
increasingly became a voice within the emerging African-American identity, which has
been labeled the Black Aesthetic or Black Arts Movement.62 After all, racism had been
something had Coltrane had contended with his entire life: living in racially segregated
North Carolina, working within the segregated Navy, and living through all of the events
that led to the 1960s Civil Rights Movement.63 The following summarizes the Black
Esthetic that Coltrane was part:
Contemporary Black music and the living folklore of the people are ... the most
obvious examples of the Black esthetic. Because these forms are the truest
expressions of our pain, aspirations, and group wisdom. These elements decidedly
constitute a culture and a culture expresses a definite feeling about the world. Otis
Redding, Sam Cooke, Little Willie John, Blind Lemon, Bessie Smith, Billie
Holiday, Charlie Parker, Coleman Hawkins, Eric Dolphy and John Coltrane are,
in the minds of Black people, more than entertainers. They are the poets and
philosophers of Black America. Each of these artists devoted his life to expressing
what DuBois referred to as the ‘Souls of Black Folk’. They along with the Black
church are the keepers of our memory, the tribal historians, soothsayers, and
poets. In them, more so than in literature, we find the purest and most powerful
expression of the Black experience in America.64
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Impressions and Influences:
Impressions is built upon several main intertexts. The harmonic formula is exactly
the same as in So What, the piano comp is an inversion of the So What piano comp, the A
melody is verbatim from the B section of Gould’s Pavanne, and the B melody is an
altered version of The Lamp is Low melody.65 Gould’s melody, seen in example 5.1, can
be seen in Impressions in example 5.2, while The Lamp is Low melody is shown above
the corresponding B melody in Coltrane’s Impressions in example 5.3.

Example 5.1: Gould: Melody. Pavanne, 60–65.

Example 5.2: Coltrane: Gould Melody in Coltrane’s Impressions. Impressions, mm. 1–
8.66

65

Because I discuss these intertexts in detail in chapters 7 and 8, I will forgo an analysis in this
chapter. Instead, for the remainder of the chapter I focus on the most known performances, influences,
discography, and transcriptions.
66

I have transcribed this is from the studio version of Impressions on track 6, disk 2, which is
one of two studio versions of Impressions on from Coltrane (Deluxe Edition), Impulse, April 16, 2002.
The head is almost identical on both versions.
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The Lamp is Low/Ravel Theme

Coltrane Impressions

Example 5.3: The Lamp is Low and the Second Part of Coltrane’s Impressions Theme
It was not surprising Coltrane based Impressions on a familiar Impressionistic
theme. In addition to being exposed to Ravel through Bill Evans’s interest in Concerto
for the Left Hand by Ravel while recording So What, his teacher Dennis Sandole had also
encouraged Coltrane to study the works of Ravel and Debussy. Possibly as a result of
mixed classical and jazz training, he would ask his wife Naima about classical themes.
For example, when Coltrane had Naima critique a 1957 recording she had made while he
was playing at the Five Spot, she remarked, “It reminds me of Daphnis and Chloe [sic].
What you played was very similar to the opening passages.”67 The inspiration for
Impressions may have more extrinsic motives. For example, the album My Favorite
Things was recorded in 1960 and released in 1961 and was well received. Therefore,
Coltrane’s inspiration for the tune may have been somewhat based in the desire to have
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another commercial hit. After My Favorite Things became a hit, Coltrane was asked
about his practice schedule and said:
Not much now…because I have to record three records a year. I’m always
walking around trying to keep my ear open for another “My Favorite Things” or
something…Commercial man…I used to go into the woodshed and just stay in
there all day and practice and that was all there was to it. I didn’t have to worry
about making a good record because it wasn’t important.68
The first known recording of Impressions was one of three performances in early
November 1961 at the Village Vanguard. Figure 5.1 is the New York Times advertisement
for these performances. The recording of the second night of these performances was the
version that ended up on the 1963 album Impressions. Eventually all of these recordings
were released posthumously as The Complete Recordings of John Coltrane at The Village
Vanguard. The album also contains India, which was also recorded at The Village
Vanguard during the same set of shows, and studio recordings of Up ’Gainst the Wall and
After the Rain.

Figure 5.1: November 2, 1961 Performance Ad in the New York Times69

68

Kahn, Love Supreme, 51.

69

This ad is reproduced with permission of The Village Vanguard, the holder of the copyright.
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The recording made at the Village Vanguard performances was in less than ideal
conditions—at least for the recording engineer and producer Bob Thiele. While Thiele
was a jazz aficionado who was working to expand the number of jazz recordings, his
main commercial success had been at Decca Records and its subsidiary labels producing
recordings by artists such as Buddy Holly and Jackie Wilson in the mid-1950s. Shortly
after Decca, Thiele had stints at Dot Records and Roulette Records, where he produced
records by Jack Kerouac and Steve Allen, Louis Armstrong, and the super-group
recording of Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington.70 The latter of these recordings
brought Thiele to ABC Records and Impulse. Like Coltrane, his recent successes meant
he was allowed a great deal of creative freedom. Thiele had been at Impulse for only a
few days when he recorded the Vanguard sessions and found experience to be stressful
and confusing. About this session co-producers Rudy Van Gelder said,
It was smoky and crowded and I’m sure the club wasn’t too happy with me taking
up two tables near the bandstand. We had no [recording] trucks back then—I had
my mixing console and one tape deck right next to me. We didn’t have a lot of the
things that you can just run out and get today. I did my best to find headphones
like they use in airports, to keep out the sound of the club and then the music
itself! But that was the nature of Coltrane—very dense and intense.71
At the time, The Vanguard had become one of the most progressive and wellknown jazz clubs. Impressions represents a major musical step in Coltrane’s playing that
moved him towards the experimentation that would find its way into his later challenging
works. Impressions, shows his influence from Davis, bebop, and his increasing interest in
creating an improvisatory form that borrows from Indian Ragas and Eastern music. This
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last aspect can be heard in his solos where he frequently goes outside the key in long
chain-like lines that are often built on clearly considered melodic motives.72
Discography of Impressions
This nearly fifteen-minute-long version of Impressions that was released on the
1963 Impressions is the most famous version of the work. The complete Village
Vanguard Recordings took place between November 1 and 3, and on November 5, which
included three versions of Impressions. The track times for each recording are 8:52,
10:59, and 14:52. Another recording of Impressions during the same periods was
Coltrane Live in Stockholm 1961. This version is quite unlike the other versions of
Impressions both from the Vanguard recordings, and later versions throughout the sixties.
It is slower in tempo and appears to use different motives. Instead, it is generally more
tonal, seemingly less influenced by Indian rhythms and phrasing than are evident in most
versions of his solos. Considering that the Stockholm recording took place during a
twenty-seven-date European tour during that same November, one might suspect that
fatigue may be a factor.
A lesser-known but no less important version of Impressions may be the studio
version recorded by producer Bob Thiele during the sessions leading up the Coltrane’s
self-titled album, Coltrane. The studio version, first released in 2001 on the Very Best of
Coltrane compilation recording, was likely never released because the impact of the
Village Vanguard version. The live Vanguard version is nearly ten minutes longer than
the studio version. As a study, however, the studio version is quite possibly the most
concise version of Impressions. While the intensity of the live version of Impressions is
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palpable, the studio version presents the most common musical themes that reverberate
throughout the numerous bootlegs versions of Impressions. A second studio version was
later released on the deluxe two-CD reissue of Coltrane. Despite the extra two minutes of
playtime, both versions are remarkably similar. In the Vanguard version of
Impressions, which the Real Book version is based on, the head is actually performed
somewhat differently than the majority of Coltrane’s recordings of Impressions.
Specifically, the head begins with a held D followed by a G-natural that descends back to
C, seen in example 5.4; however, most versions, as seen in the studio version in example
5.5, actually ascend from the D to the G. This is a seemingly minor difference; however,
this is version is identical to the B section of the Pavanne, which appears to be how
Coltrane most often performed the head.
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Example 5.4: Real Book version of Impressions
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Example 5.5: Transcription of the Head from the Studio Version of Impressions73
Another well-known version of Impressions was released on Afro Blue
Impressions, recorded in 1963 in Berlin and released in 1977. This version differs from
others in that immediately after the head, the piano performs a nearly five minute solo
and only upon completion does Coltrane begin his solo. Again, the solo contains many of
the same musical tropes found in the studio versions. As with most versions, Coltrane
appears to rely on these melodic tropes as departure points. Specifically, he appears to
use them as landmarks particularly at the beginnings of new sections or when the chords
change from Dm7 to E♭m7 or when transitioning from E♭m7 back to Dm7. Another
figure includes the “plaintive” or “wailing” motive that he tends to use at the transition
around the beginning of the E♭m7 sections.
While Coltrane performed Impressions beyond 1964, I consider the version that
Coltrane performed on Ralph Gleason’s Jazz Casual television show to be a bookend for
this study. Coltrane recorded this version with McCoy Tyner, Jimmy Garrison, and Elvin
Jones on January 4, 1964, a little more than a year before Wes Montgomery recorded his
version on Smoking at the Half Note, 1965. Many of the versions of Coltrane’s
73

This is my transcription of Impressions on track 6, disk 2 from Coltrane (Deluxe Edition),
Impulse, April 16, 2002.
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Impressions range from a frenzy of notes to several subdued versions. When viewing the
extant videos during the more subdued versions, such as the Jazz Casual version,
Coltrane appears lethargic and to be going through the motions. Being on a national
education program, Coltrane may have felt the pressure to keep the work a bit more
restrained or possibly because these performances were taped in the middle of their tour.
Of course, there are countless bootleg versions of Coltrane’s versions of
Impressions; however, for this paper the most salient is the version that would have been
most widely known—the Vanguard recording. Also, because there are so many versions I
find that the posthumously released studio version provides an amalgam of the most
commonly used musical themes found in the majority of the bootlegs.
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CHAPTER SIX: SIGNS, TOPICS, AND TROPES
One of the themes of this dissertation is how one’s influences find their way into
the creative process. Discussing this process in terms of semiotics is not always easy. One
difficulty in semiotics and intertextuality is that the nomenclature is sometimes
overlapping and the definitions are not always consistent between sources. Further, it is
not uncommon for discussions in semiotics literature to abruptly transition among
philosophy, rhetoric, linguistics, etc. An excellent example of this is in The Signifying
Monkey by Henry Louis Gates. His underlying methodology is based in the
deconstructionist concepts of Derrida, while his language is that of structural linguistics,
rhetoric, and African American literary theory. This chapter outlines the terminology and
literature that inform my analysis. I have generally tried to keep my terms simple and my
discussion restricted to signs/signification, intertextuality, topics, and tropes.
Semiotics
In the semiotics of music, or musical signification, music can be considered as a
hierarchic network of signs that contain various levels of meaning. As stated in the
opening of this paper, one of the earliest modern attempts to deal with perception and
meaning can be seen in David Hume’s philosophical premise on how impressions
become ideas.1 According to Hume, when we perceive something it creates an
impression. The strength of that impression correlates to how big of a role it plays in
forming our ideas. Because these impressions are based on anything we perceive, they
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also include music and language. In the context of a musical performance, the music
creates impressions and the intensity of those impressions correlate with the impact they
make on our ideas.
The fundamental purpose of semiotics is to discuss how these ideas, represented
through signs, convey meaning. For example, in “The Imagination of Tone,” Hugo
Riemann contends that the composer transfers a musical idea into the mind of the
listener.2 In linguistic terms, more specifically Saussurean structural linguistics, the
composer or performer may be considered the sender while the listener is the receiver.3
These senders and receivers communicate using signs that can represent both larger
concepts and intricacies of nomenclature. In Riemann’s paradigm he places the composer
as the sender, thus rendering the performer as some sort of mere intermediary. In the
context of Saussure’s structural linguistics, however, the path from composer to audience
would actually contain two sender/receiver scenarios. In the first, the composer is the
sender while the performer is the receiver, who in turn becomes the sender and the
audience becomes the receiver. In improvised performance, the artist is both composer
and performer and therefore is the sender. The four terms commonly used to describe the
elements within this communication are the symbol/sign, the signifier, the signified, and
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signifying.4 In language, a word is a symbol (sign) that represents the sound-image of the
word (signifier), the concept of what is represented is what is signified, and this process
of representation and interpretation is referred to as signifying. The example Saussure
provides is of a tree. The word tree is the sign, the sound and the mental image of the tree
is the signifier, and the concept and understanding of it is what is signified. In music this
process is complicated because music lacks a distinct sound/image; consequently, we are
continually forced to revaluate musical meaning and its ambiguities. Therefore, we are
presented with two competing views of musical signification:
1) In each period musical signs have some degree of intrinsic meaning; versus
2) Musical signs have no specific meaning but rather they are dependent on their
context. Kofi Agawu characterizes this as how signs mean rather than what they
mean.5
Both points of view have some validity and some problems. While the first
premise might appear to be hard to defend, there is some precedent for this position. For
example, since Antiquity there has been the idea that different types of sounds correspond
with specific emotions.6 In the 1950s scholars such as Deryck Cooke and Leonard Meyer
outlined differing approaches to how certain musical figures correspond to emotions.7
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Some modern scientific research seems to support the claims that certain specific melodic
contours, scales, and rhythmic patterns correspond to certain emotions.8 The problem
with this position, however, is that it still does not answer whether or not these
correlations are universal or learned.
Representing the second premise, music theorist Michael Klein says that in music
these signs are essentially empty and instead the meaning of a sign is derived from a
network of contextual relations.9 This simply means the sign’s meaning is derived from
its historical, social, and cultural relevance while the sign itself is arbitrary. For example,
while the word “tree” should conjure up the sound of the word tree and then the mental
image of a tree, the word itself is empty. The relevance of the word “tree” is dependent
on our learning of it. Therefore, according to Klein, the meaning of a piece of music is
derived from its network of relations.
In this paper I contend that both positions may have some truth to them. After all,
a piece of music can convey something regardless of our knowledge of it but it is still
debatable to what degree that meaning is contextual or universal. Nevertheless, I proceed
by accepting the premise that at least some of the meaning of a musical sign is not fixed
and is dependent on its historical and contextual usage. Further, the meaning of a musical
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sign may or may not change over time. Intertexuality is one way to discuss the network
of relations within signs.
Meta-view of Musical Lineage
The work’s ontological existence is situated in the realm of pure intentionality,
beyond the score, yet guaranteed rendered possible by the score.
—Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse
Within Music and Discourse, Jean-Jacques Nattiez uses Molino’s tripartition to
illustrate how musical associations are passed along from generation to generation.10
Nattiez describes this overall creative process as having poietic, esthetic, and neutral
processes, the poietic being the creative process, the esthetic being the valuation of the
work, and the neutral level being the score itself.11 Figure 6.1 is Nattiez’s illustration of
this relationship. Within this figure, a musical composition (neutral/immanent structures)
is begun through the creative (poietic) process. As musical ideas are marked on the pages,
the composer evaluates what has been composed—the esthetic process. Once something
is on the page, a piece is both internally and externally created. More simply stated, the
rest of the composition is created in relation to what has already been composed.
Similarly, our esthetic valuations of a work are also a two-way street: our ingrained
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esthetic judgments influence how we compose a piece of music, but also the creative
decisions made during composition can change our future esthetic valuations.12

Figure 6.1: Nattiez’s illustration of Molino’s Tripartition13
While the exchange represented in figure 6.1 seems to be a self-contained process,
it is dependent on ones influences. In Nattiez’s paradigm, seen in figure 6.2, the esthetic
valuations of previous generations are handed down and impact the creation of new
works. Again, the middle box represents the neutral level (the music), the left box
represents the poietic process (creativity), and the right box represents esthetic
judgments.
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Figure 6.2: Continuation of the Tripartition from Generation to Generation14
Nattiez’s hierarchal type of semiology is sometimes referred to as taxonomicempiricism. Kofi Agawu characterizes this as an “inventory of the types of modalities of
symbolic references,” which he somewhat dismisses because they do not talk about
classical music per se. Rather, he characterizes Nattiez and his ilk to be too entranced
with the improvisatory elements of music that supersede the normative forms, which are
therefore “too tautological.” Instead Agawu advocates for an approach midway between
the taxonomic-empiricism and semanticism, which allows the analyst to provide a
broader psychological interpretation.15
14
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Despite Agawu’s objections, Nattiez’s triparition is an effective way to
conceptualize the lineage of Coltrane’s Impressions. For example, we can consider
Ravel’s Pavane as having been aesthetically influenced by Chabrier/Liszt/Chopin/Satie,
which in turn goes from Ravel to Gould, then to Jamal, then Davis, and so on. This
relationship can be seen more simply in figure 6.3.

Figure 6.3: Tripartitan of Influences Leading to Impressions
The advantage of this representation, seen in figure 6.2 and 6.3, is it is able to
show a broad variety of influences, but it is less effective at seeing multiple influences.
For example, in figure 6.3 the esthetic influence Ravel may have had on Miles Davis is
less clear. It is possible that Ravel may have directly and indirectly influenced each of
these artists in varying degrees, such as seen in figure 6.4. Also, while Ravel may have
been somewhat tangentially influential on Coltrane, Davis, and Montgomery, they were

These citations discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the taxonomic-empiricist and the semanticist.
In the end, however, Agawu advocates an approach that reconciles the two, to whom credits David Lidov
in his article “Nattiez’s Semiotics of Music,” The Canadian Journal of Research in Semiotics 5 (1978):
13–54.
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likely more directly influenced by Morton Gould and Ahmad Jamal’s Pavanne, which is
represented in figure 6.5.

Figure 6.4: Representation of Influence of Ravel through Montgomery
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Figure 6.5: Representation of more immediate influences on Impressions
Even with this type of representation seen in 6.5, it is less clear to what degree
Gould and Jamal influenced each artist. A more accurate representation might resemble
network modeling used in cognitive neuroscience. For example, figure 6.6 is a neural
network by Olaf Sporns used to illustrate brain activity.16 In this figure each cluster of
associations could represent a composer or work and its influence on other composers or
works. Accordingly, certain aspects of a cluster of influence develop very closely related
connections to the adjacent cluster, or it may even bypass clusters. For example, number
17, which is located in the first cluster, largely bypassing the second cluster and is
connected to number 20 in the third cluster.
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Figure 6.6: Olaf Sporns Connectionist Model
Metaphorically speaking, artistic influence may function in the same manner. For
example, many aspects of Ravel’s compositions may have been very influential on
Gould, but not Ahmad Jamal. Or just very specific aspects of Ravel’s compositions may
have become influential on Bill Evans and John Coltrane. Therefore, it might only be a
small parts of an artist’s work that influenced another. In other words, the strength of
one’s impressions correlates to the number of connections. For simplicity’s sake, I do not
examine this in my analysis but this type of model is good for conceptualizing how I am
approaching my analysis.
Intertextuality
While the tripartition model is a helpful representation, intertextuality provides an
effective methodology to discuss the elements of music that do not fall under the rigidity
of taxonomic-empiricism. Intertextuality was essentially born out of literary theory that
considers how influence can inform the meaning of a particular poem, play, story, or
book. Harold Bloom, in The Anatomy of Influence, says, “Shelley once grandly remarked
that all imaginative literature form one comprehensive cyclic poem; Borges went further
by amalgamating all writers into one, a Here Comes Everybody, Shakespeare-Homer,
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James Joyce, composite before it became Borges’s.”17 Bloom’s literary theory simply
means that everything we encounter becomes one universal work from which all new
writing is inspired. Nevertheless, genius does not derive from regurgitating ideas from
this stockpile of stories. According to Paul Valery, the originality of the artist is
dependent on how they use their influences:
We can say that the author is original when we cannot trace the hidden
transformations that the others underwent in his mind; we mean to say that the
dependence of what he does on what others have done is excessively complex and
irregular. There are works in the likeness of other, and works that are the reverse
of others, but there are also works of which the relation with earlier productions is
so intricate that we become confused and attribute them to the direct intervention
of the gods.18
In this context we can analyze music through their relation to other works, but this
is a complicated task. Not only are influences sometimes difficult to trace, but also the
scholar and/or analyst is equally implicated by inserting their own influence. For
example, Bloom says that he cannot help but to insert his own “anxieties of influence,”
such as Kafka and Nietzsche, into his analyses. Nevertheless, according to Bloom, this is
not something to be wary of, but rather to transparently embrace. About this Bloom says,
“All literary influence is labyrinthine. Belated authors wander the maze as if no exit
could be found, until the strong among them realize that the windings of the labyrinth are
all internal. No critic, however generously motivated, can help a deep reader escape from
the labyrinth of influence. I have learned that my function is to help you get lost.”19
Many forms of analysis and musicological research seek to create a singular
analyses of a work based on the intra- and extra-musical aspects of a piece of music. An
17

Harold Bloom, The Anatomy of Influence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 25.

18

Ibid., 26.

19

Ibid., 31.
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intertextual analysis, however, is more malleable. Therefore, the intertexuality of a work
is equally dependent on how both artist uses and varies common themes (topics and
tropes), as well as the analyst’s unique perspective.20
Topics and Tropes: How Does Music Mean?
In Classic Music: Expression, Form, and Style, Leonard Ratner broadly defines
musical topics as “subjects for discourse.” While Ratner’s definition of topics is vague,
his examples of topics are primarily concerned with dance forms.21 The topics may
indicate a single type of dance or a combination of stylistic traits from multiple dances.22
For example, a French overture topic could mean a French overture movement or simply
using over-dotted notes to imply the French overture.
In Maurice Ravel’s Pavane, the pavane dance is the musical topic. Therefore, by
simply saying the term pavane, this conjures expectations of a slow dance in duple meter
with an AABBCC form from the Renaissance. Within jazz the 12-bar blues could be
considered a topic.23 Similarly, even the common ii-V-I pattern used in many jazz pieces

20

Agawu, Playing in Signs, 5.

21

Leonard Ratner, Classic Music: Expression, Form, and Style (New York: Schirmer, 1980), 9–
30. Ratner classifies topics as “subjects for musical discourse,” which are broken up into types and styles.
He describes a topic as a general type of piece, mainly as applied to a dance, which is often used through
many periods and changes stylistically but the underlying type is used. In this sense, a dance is topic, a
march vs. pavane would be types, and the differences between them would constitute the style. A more
complete discussion of topic theory occurs chapter 4.
22

Topic theory has evolved significantly since Ratner introduced the term. This will be explored
in later chapters.
23

Vasili Byros, “Topics and Harmonic Schemata,” in The Handbook of Topic Theory, ed.
Danuta Mirka (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 381–414. This concept is further complicated
because a “harmonic schemata” could be considered a topic or trope. Vasili Byros places the harmonic
schemata as a topic when in certain circumstances. Specifically, Byros defines a pattern as a topic
because early dance form formulas where in indicative of the form, style, and genre. Accordingly, I
borrow this classification.
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might function as a sort of topic.24 While this pattern can contain numerous variations,
such as seen in examples 6.1 and 6.2, its underlying structure is still intact and heard on
some level.25 While 12-bar blues is a sort of dance or “jam” form, the ii-V-I pattern is
not. Because I consider both patterns to be indicators of style, genre, and form, in this
instance these patterns are topics. For example, Ravel’s use the 10-bar blues in his
Concerto in G is an intentional allusion to jazz and blues. In another example, in
Impressions Coltrane uses the well-known D minor and E-flat minor progression that had
become famous within So What. In these cases the harmonic pattern became part of the
setting of the piece—or the “subject of discourse.” Accordingly, simply performing these
progressions instantly conjures up a number of different associations.

Example 6.1: ii-V-I Chord Substitution Formulas26

24

Klein, Intertextuality, 62. Klein might to this sort as topic more of a “token.” Klein says
“Musical topics are types that are instanced by tokens.” Klein provides the example that a sonata form
implies the topic, while the specific example of Mozart Sonata in B-flat Major, K. 333 would be a token.
25

As I will discuss in a later chapter, these chordal variants, similar to the use of more traditional
concepts of forms, can be considered to have analogues within rhetoric.
26

David Baker, Jazz Improvisation: A Comprehensive Method for All Musicians (U.S.A.:
Alfred Publishing, 1988), 28.
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While a Ratnerian topic is meant to describe a subject of discourse that indicates
broad elements of style or genre, a trope is another way define more specific signs that
convey style and genre. Like a musical topic, a trope is a somewhat complicated term to
define because it has several different meanings. For example, a musical trope from the
Middle Ages means an addition or change to an existing work, while theorist Robert
Hatten’s defines a trope as being “sparked from the collision…of two established
meanings.”27 Michael Klein uses a similar but broader definition of a trope in which it is
a “sign” from one text that is used in another.28 Theorist Lawrence Kramer describes a
trope as “a structural procedure, capable of a various practical realizations, that also
functions as a typical expressive act within a certain cultural/historical framework…They
can evolve from any aspect of communicative exchange: style, rhetoric, representation,
and so on.”29 In African-American literary theory, which I will discuss in later chapters,
Henry Louis Gates considers a trope to be a commonly used theme/pattern/formula.30 In
this paper I use the term trope interchangeably with a musical pattern that can represent
“any aspect of communicative exchange: style, rhetoric, representation, and so on.”31
As a silly example of a trope versus a topic, consider the scene in the movie Bill
and Ted’s Excellent Adventure in which George Carlin, playing the character Rufus,

27

Robert Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures, Topics, and Tropes: Mozart, Beethoven, and
Schubert (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2004) 13.
28

Klein, Intertextuality, 13.

29

Lawrence Kramer, Music as Cultural Practice, 1800–1900 (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1990), 10.
30

Henry Louis Gates, The Signifying Monkey (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), xxv
and 56–58. Gates does not explicitly define trope but generally discusses a trope interchangeably with
stock figure of some sort. This could also imply borrowed material. Gates, however is primarily
concerned with “tropological revision.”
31

Kramer, Music as Cultural Practice, 10.
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plays a guitar solo for Bill (Alex Winters) and Ted (Keanu Reeves) as an example of his
ability to “rock.” The solo is short and it is little more than a list of well-worn, generic
rock licks played in succession. While the solo does not have much formal structure, the
linkage of patterns instantly conveys the style and genre.32 In this case, I define those
familiar riffs as tropes. If George Carlin’s “Rufus” had played these riffs within the
context of a 12-bar blues, the riffs would be tropes and the 12-bar blues would be the
topic.
Harmonic and melodic tropes are an integral part of learning how to play jazz. For
example, jazz students are often instructed to learn various arpeggiated harmonic
patterns, such as seen in example 6.2.33 In this sense, a performer is expected to use these
tropes as a guide even if they will eventually alter them beyond recognition within
performance. About learning these patterns David Baker says,
Just as we have been able to deduce certain seemingly logical chord movements
in non-jazz music…One of the most the most important progressions in music is
that of a minor seventh chord resolving up a fourth or down a fifth to a dominant
seventh chord…An overwhelming portion of the improviser rests on his ability to
handle this progression successfully.

32

Danuta Mirka, “Introduction” in The Oxford Handbook of Topic Theory, ed. Danuta Mirka
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1–22. Mirka discusses the link between rhetoric and
compositional practices discussed by Johann Mattheson and their relationship to affect and the Ratnerian
topic. Mirka discusses the use of melodic formulas to convey affect to recast them as “expressive signs,”
which can thus be considered within the realm of topic theory. Like Byros and Gjerdingen, Mirka appears
to treat these types of topic as a sort of universal rather than a period specific, or rather restricted, way of
analyzing the music. While I afford my analysis the same freedom to explore new insights into this
music, I have intentionally restricted such tools in my history-specific chapters/analyses.
33

Baker, Jazz Improvisation, 26.
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Example 6.2: David Baker’s Patterns
At what point, however, does a topic become a trope? Depending the theorist, this
is not consistent. When the formulas convey form, I contend they are within the realm of
the topic. When that pattern, however, takes on morphemic qualities, such as in structural
linguistics, they can be considered as a type of musical trope.34 It is expected, such as in
Hatten’s definition of the “collision of signs,” that tropes can be added and subtracted
from each other. In other words, the patterns are recursive. For example, in example 6.3
pedagogue Jerry Coker provides a simple melodic formula that descends by a half step.
Coker then provides nine different embellishments of this pattern.35 Therefore, the
performer is expected to learn the basic patterns, insert them when appropriate, and
endlessly manipulate them. This manipulation may entail combining elements of
different patterns together, inserting new notes on the fly, or taking notes out.

34

By this definition the ii-V-I pattern could be considered as a trope or topic depending on its

context.
35

Jerry Coker, Jerry Coker’s Complete Method for Improvisation for All Instruments: Revised
Edition (U.S.A.: Alfred Publishing, 1980), 32.
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Example 6.3: Jazz Tropes by Jerry Coker
Tropes are particularly important in the analysis of John Coltrane’s solos because
of his preoccupation with playing patterns.36 As stated in chapter 5, Coltrane frequently
practiced from numerous books that were not much more than lists of melodic patterns by
Nicolas Slonimsky, Alain Danielou, and Yusef Lateef. His study of patterns stemmed
from his interests in jazz, classical music, avant-garde music, and Indian classical music.
Coltrane’s usage of these musical topics and tropes allows one to understand the
transhistorical intertextuality between the works, as well as their rhetorical narrativity.

36

This type technique, as will be discussed in the next chapter, is part of Coltrane’s interest in
vikriti. This is the Indian practice in which melodic patterns or sets are treated with seemingly endless
melodic permutations. Carl Clements, “John Coltrane and the Integration of Indian Concepts in Jazz
Improvisation,” Jazz Research Journal 2 (2008): 161.
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Culturally Accepted Aesthetics and Signs
How an artist uses these signs and the skill in which they manipulate the topics
and tropes is part of what defines a good or bad artist. As Klein contends, musical
meaning is provided through historical context and understanding cultural norms. As we
have seen, white critics in the twentieth century repeatedly criticized jazz as superficial or
“savage.” Accordingly, it was not uncommon to find critics, consciously or
unconsciously, lauding traits of jazz they could attribute to the influence of European
classical music while disparaging the traits derived from African music.
While the negative view of jazz can be attributed cultural bias, these views were
further propagated by academics such as Theodor Adorno. Even among more progressive
white jazz critics there was a seeming lack of understanding for the cultural context of
black music. Within these issues, there is a lot to unpack because they stem from some of
the earliest aesthetic discussions on music and the arts.
For example, Plato categorized the arts as a way of imitating or representing a
something found in real life.37 Plato, however, was not always trusting of the arts because
the artists’ representation could be used as a way to manipulate our views of reality and
in the wrong hands could be used to control people—a view later picked up by Adorno.38
For example, about this Plato said that while the arts, and poetry in particular, try to

37

Plato, “The Republic,” in Great Dialogues of Plato: Complete Texts of The Republic, The
Apology, Crito, Phaedo, Meno, Symposium, trans. W.H.D. Rouse, (New York: Signet Classics, 1999),
596e–603b.
38

Theodore Adorno, Sound Figures, trans. Rodney Livingston (Stanford: Stanford University
Press: 1978), 1–9. Like Schoepenhauer, Adorno placed music among the highest form of art, however,
unlike Schoepenhauer who describes a type of representation, Adorno believed music was the highest
form because created something from nothing.
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imitate reality, they can be dangerous because they influence by bypassing logic. Plato
said:
Let us further say to it, lest it convict us for a certain harshness and rusticity, that
there is an old quarrel between philosophy and poetry. For that “yelping bitch
shrieking at her master,” and “great in the empty eloquence of fools,” “the mob of
overwise men holding sway,” and “the refined thinkers who are really poor” and
countless others are signs of this old opposition…. We are, at all events, aware
that such poetry mustn't be taken seriously as a serious thing laying hold of truth,
but that the man who hears it must be careful, fearing for the regime in himself,
and must hold what we have said about poetry.39
In the eighteenth century David Hume similarly said, “Poets though liars by
profession, always endeavor to give an air of truth.”40 In the twentieth century Adorno
said that musical meaning can be perverted by the artificial addition of ideology, which is
then used to corrupt people’s thoughts. Adorno attributes this manipulation to the
“culture industry,” which attempts to guile its “retarded listeners” into buying simple
music (including jazz) that is derivative and lacks conflict.41 Adorno describes musical
borrowing as a “regressive musical language” and that “The quotations are at once
authoritarian and a parody. It is thus that a child imitates an adult.”42 While Adorno
acknowledges that jazz does include dissonance, it is not true conflict because “…every
extravagant sonority [dissonance] must be produced that the listener can recognize as a
substitute for a ‘normal’ one.” Further, in jazz “all the moments are…more or less
directly interchangeable…there is no real development.” These interchangeable moments

39

Plato, Republic, 607 b-c and 608 a-b.

40

David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (1738–1740), ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge and P.H.
Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 1.3.10.15.
41

Theodor W. Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, ed. J.M.
Bernstein (London: Routledge, 1992), 26–53, particularly 46.
42

Ibid., 45–6.
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are basically achieved through the mindless use of melodic patterns in improvisation.
About jazz performers he said, “…his improvisations come from the pattern, and he
navigates the pattern, cigarette in mouth, as nonchalantly as if he created it himself.”43
Coltrane’s reputation as a “patterns” player squarely places him within Adorno’s ire. Of
course Adorno further exposes his cultural bias by ignoring similar types of tropes found
in the music of eighteenth-century Viennese composers.44
While Plato and Adorno might appear to be overly concerned with the ideological
and social implications of art created by an unreliable narrator, they do highlight some of
the underlying philosophical foundation that critics and philosophers base their objections
to jazz. This basic sentiment is that jazz is simple music that lacks conflict. It is music
that is used to satiate the listener with primitive thoughts and feeling, which thus makes
them easier to control. This may be an oversimplification, but it would appear that
Adorno’s underlying implication is that listening to and performing popular music
(including jazz) automatically makes its participants subservient.45 While Adorno pretty
much disliked most music that was not Viennese, his attitude on jazz was not uncommon
and it was a bias that permeated jazz criticism up to the 1960s.
In the remainder of this paper I present an intertextual analysis of Coltrane’s
Impressions while focusing on how various motives, melodies, and concepts can be
43

Ibid., 48.
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Ulrich Schönherr, “Adorno and Jazz: Reflections on a Failed Encounter” Telos 87 (1991): 93.
Ulrich Schönherr contends that Coltrane was one of the few jazz performers that may have technically
met Adorno’s label of “progressive music.” This position is supported by the fact that Adorno did write
much about jazz beyond 1953. As Robert W. Witkin puts it, the question is if Adorno had heard “good
jazz.” Witkin questions this position because Adorno had lived when “good jazz” existed and had likely
heard it. Further, throughout the experimentation of the 1960s, it never seemed to move him enough to
comment otherwise. Robert W. Witkin, “Why Did Adorno Hate Jazz?” Sociological Theory 18 (March,
2000): 147.
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This is a sentiment that is echoed in Charles Rosen, “Should We Adore Adorno?” The New
York Book Review, October 24, 2002.
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traced. The vehicle to accomplish this is a three-pronged rhetorical analysis. First, I
analyze the underlying musical borrowing in the context of classical rhetoric. As will be
discussed, the meaning of musical topics and musical rhetoric are entwined. This will be
used to show how each work can be viewed as not only reaction to the ones that preceded
it, but also an attempt to create something new within the artist’s voice. This is primarily
done through analyzing the transformation of melodies, motives, and harmonic
progressions. This classical approach, however, becomes less effective for dealing with
the melodic variation and various techniques between Miles Davis and John Coltrane.
This is music, while peripherally influenced by classical music, which is ultimately an
African American genre that was being created during the emergence of the Civil Rights
Movement. It is at once embracing of various musical styles, while also trying defiantly
to lay claim to its own place in the world. Therefore, the second prong is to analyze the
melodic development and aspects of structures in So What and Impressions in the context
of African American rhetorical structure and techniques. Specifically, I discuss how
signifyin’, which has been extensively discussed in the context of contemporary African
American music and literature, is present in these works. Finally, I then discuss how
signifyin’ on Coltrane’s themes are further embodied within Wes Montgomery’s version
of Impressions.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
ANALYSIS PART I: RECAP AND RHETORICAL ANALYSIS
This chapter uses classical rhetoric filtered through seventeenth- and eighteenthcentury music theorists to analyze the transhistorical intertexts from Ravel’s Pavane
through Coltrane’s Impressions. This analysis, while steeped in classical rhetorical
tradition, is subjective and largely from a Eurocentric perspective. In chapter 8, however,
I will discuss Coltrane’s Impressions within the context of the concepts of AfricanAmerican rhetorical discourse that emerged from the 1960s Black Arts Movement.1
Before my rhetorical analysis, however, I begin with a quick recap of how we have
arrived at this point.
Review of Intertexts
Example 7.1 is a concept map that illustrates how Ravel uses the melody from
Idylle by Chabrier for the melody of the Pavane pour une infante défunte. At the top of
example 7.1, Idylle is shown with arrows going to the first two measures of Ravel’s
Pavane, which share the same melodic contour. The bottom middle example shows
Ravel’s nearly direct quotation from Idylle in measures 9–11; while measures 3 and 4
from Idylle are also similar to the melody used in Ravel’s section C, which is shown on
the bottom left.

1

For a survey of how the historiography of jazz has developed, particularly in regard to AfricanAmerican scholarship and intersections of white and black jazz criticism, see George E. Lewis,
“Improvised Music After 1950: Afrological and Eurological Perspectives,” Black Music Research
Journal 22 (2002): 215–46.
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Example 7.1: Chabrier to Ravel Musical Borrowing Concept Map2
Ravel’s accompaniment alludes to Fauré’s Pavane by using the same arpeggiated
pattern. The accompaniment patterns are most clearly seen in the orchestral versions that
are shown in examples 7.2 and 7.3.

2

Emmanuel Chabrier, Pièces pittoresques (Paris: Enoch Frères et Costallat, ca. 1881); and
Maurice Ravel, Pavane pour une infante défunte (Paris: Demets, 1899).

170

Example 7.2: Fauré: Orchestral Accompaniment. Pavane, mm. 1–4.3

Example 7.3: Ravel: Orchestra Accompaniment. Pavane, mm. 1–6.4
Morton Gould’s Pavanne, from his American Symphonette No. 2, begins by
alluding to the accompaniment pattern used by Gabriel Fauré in his Pavane, seen in
example 7.4. Instead of copying the exact arpeggio patterns heard in Ravel and Fauré,
Gould increases the registral spacing rather than arpeggiating a triad in closed voicing
thus creating an extended 11th chord.

3

Gabriel Fauré, Pavane (Paris: J. Hamelle, 1901).

4

Maurice Ravel, Pavane pour une infante défunte (Paris: E. Demets, 1910).
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Example 7.4: Gould: Opening Accompaniment. Pavanne, mm. 1–2.5
Example 7.5 is a concept map that outlines use of musical borrowing from
Chabrier’s Idylle to Ravel’s Pavane, Gould’s Pavanne, DeRose/Shefter’s The Lamp is
Low, and then finally to John Coltrane’s Impressions. Because the musical borrowing
from Ahmad Jamal’s Pavanne and Miles Davis’s So What is more nuanced, I have
omitted it from this discussion. Example 7.5 illustrates how Morton Gould’s Pavanne
almost directly quotes Ravel’s Pavane just before the introduction of the second theme.
Ravel’s melody is listed as mm. 1–2 and Gould’s quotation can be seen at mm. 36–7.
While Gould ornaments the quotation, it is clearly the same melody. Gould also borrows
a related theme from Ravel’s Pavane, seen in Ravel’s mm. 13–15 and then in Gould’s
mm. 60–5. Gould has altered the rhythm of the quotation, but the overall contour is
unmistakable. Gould ornaments this melody throughout measure 64, but both melodies
contain the motive that uses an upper neighboring tone, followed by an ascending line,
which then resolves down a perfect fourth in relation to the first note of the melody in
measure 65. In Ravel’s Pavane, mm. 13–15, this perfect fourth occurs between the Fsharp and the C-sharp; in Gould this motion occurs between the C-natural and the Gnatural.
In the fourth line of example 7.5, we can see that Shefter, DeRose, and Parrish
based The Lamp is Low on the melody from Ravel’s Pavane (mm. 7–10), (also the
melody from Idylle by from Chabrier mm. 1–2.) In the fifth line of example 7.5, we can
5

Morton Gould, American Symphonette No. 2 (New York: Mills Music, 1938).
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see that Impressions is made up from the Gould Pavanne melody, seen in example 7.10,
and The Lamp is Low melody. Of course both of these melodies are adapted quotations
from both Ravel and Chabrier.

Example 7.5: Musical Borrowing from Chabrier through Coltrane Concept Map6
In succession it is clear that all of these pieces are derived from similar source
material but treated in very different ways. As such, the alterations of the topics and
tropes take on rhetorical significance.

6

Peter DeRose, Bert Shefter, and Mitchell Parish, The Lamp is Low (New York: Robbins Music
Corporation, 1939); and John Coltrane, Coltrane (Deluxe Edition), Impulse, April 16, 2002.
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Rhetoric
While rhetoric in classical music has long been an area of scholarship, it has only
recently been applied to jazz improvisation.7 For example, Jeff Erickson uses the five
canons of rhetorical discourse to analyze the structure and style of jazz solos.8 Similarly,
John Bass contends that jazz improvisation and classical rhetoric may function similarly.
In Bass’s article, he compares how both jazz musicians and sixteenth-century musicians
would learn lists of ornamental figures is similar to how an orator would be expected to
memorize a list of stock figures of speech as part of the elocutio.9 Similarly, I use these
premises as a departure point for my analysis.
The purpose of rhetorical oration is to persuade an audience by appealing to both
their logic and their passions. To achieve a balance of reason and emotion, classical
rhetoric is organized into five canons that codify its practices: inventio, dispositio,
elocutio, memoria, and pronuncio. The inventio is simply how one decides to broadly
7

Patrick McCreless, “Music and Rhetoric,” in The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory,
ed. Thomas Christensen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002): 847–79.While not specifically
referenced in this chapter, this article was a useful source in preparing this chapter.
8

Jeff Erickson, “Signifying the Greeks: The Use of Rhetorical Devices in Jazz Improvisation
Analysis” (DMA diss.,: University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2015).
9

John Bass, “Improvisation in Sixteenth-Century Italy: Lessons from Rhetoric and Jazz,”
Performance Practice Review 14 (2009): 1–32. While Bass does not explicitly attribute these figures to
the elocutio, it is implied.While discussions of classical rhetoric with modern music has generally moved
to the periphery in favor of dialectics, using classical rhetoric, in tandem with texts about AfricanAmerican rhetoric, to contextualize jazz music and non-Baroque music has been slowly increasing in
recent years. I partially attribute this to the increasing amount of semiotics and intertextuality research.
While the work Henry Louis Gates’s work on rhetoric, signifyin’, and intertextuality has been around for
over 30 years, it has increasingly been used to understand jazz and non-baroque music. Other works that
follow a similar methodology discussed in this chapter include: Gregory Joseph Dorchak, “The Aurality
of Rhetoric: A Critical Hermeneutic of Cape Breton’s Rhetorical Music Community” (PhD diss.:
University of Massachusetts-Amherst, 2016); Kyle D. Stedman, “Musical Rhetoric and Sonic Composing
Processes” (PhD diss.: University of South Florida, 2012); Geneva Smitherman, Talkin and Testifyin: The
Language of Black America (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1977); Mark Evans Bonds, Wordless
Rhetoric: Musical Form and the Metaphor of Oration (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981);
and Ronald L. Jackson and Elaine B. Richardson, Understanding African American Rhetoric (New York:
Routledge, 2003).
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formulate or set the argument: the tone, topics, etc. The dispositio is how one structurally
organizes their argument. The elocutio is the style or ornamentation of one’s oration. In
the elocutio the orator shows their style through their manipulation of word choice,
figures of speech and thought, and tropes. Memoria is how one memorizes the argument.
This assures the orators’ fluency of the approved stock terminology and persuasive
figures of speech. Of course, the use of these stock words should not resort to parroting to
mindless jargon. It is the orator’s ability to master and manipulate these stock formulas
that shows their true skill. About this Quintilian says, “…discrimination is necessary in
the acquisition of stock words; for we are aiming at true oratory, not at the fluency of a
cheapjack.”10 Quintilian gives the example of how to use a figure by stating, “Instead of
‘I know,’ we say ‘I am not ignorant’ or ‘the fact does not escape me’…”11 Since these
canons were first discussed in Antiquity, the similarities between music and rhetoric have
been consistently part of the conversation. Some of the earliest musical sources that best
codify how classical rhetoric and music intersect are the adaptations of Aristotle,
Quintilian, and Cicero within Joachim Burmeister’s Musica Poetica (1606), Anathansius
Kircher’s Musurgia Universalis (1650), and Johann Mattheson’s Der volkommene
Capellmeister (1739). Johann Mattheson adapts each of these five canons into the format
seen in figure 7.1.12

10

Quintilian, Instituio Oratoria Book IV– VI, ed. G.P Goold and trans. H.E. Butler (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 7.
11

Ibid., 11.

12

Laurence Dreyfus, Bach and the Patterns of Invention (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1996), 5. This is borrowed from Dreyfus in which he presents a useful comparison of Cicero,
Christoph Bernhardt, and Mattheson. Notably, Bernhardt’s adaptation of Cicero includes only an
inventio, elaboratio, and executio.
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Figure 7.1: Mattheson’s Five Canons of Musical Rhetoric
Mattheson redefines the inventio for music to indicate meter, keys, and broad
tone/theme/style—in other words, musical topics. These musical topics are essentially an
adaptation of Aristotle’s topos or topoi. The elaboratio (elocutio in classical rhetoric) is
where familiar melodic and harmonic figures are inserted. Like Quintilian, Mattheson is
primarily concerned with the style and skill in which a musicians masters these figures.
Mattheson says, “On the other hand there are a great number who gladly snatch away
someone else’s invention from the great numbers of notes which fall in their hands, and
often use very few of their own; yet they know how to dipose, elaborate, and ornament
this theft skillfully to the extent that it is a job.”13 Similarly, in the early seventeenth
century Joachim Burmeister organized these figures into sixteen harmonic and four
melodic types, each one having a specific rhetorical purpose or affect.14 I interprete these
figures to mean tropes. In Mattheson’s organization of the canon, the variation of these

13

Ernest Charles Harriss, Johann Mattheson’s Der vollkommemne Capellmeister: A Revised
Translation with Critical Commentary (UMI Research Press: Ann Arbor, 1981), 469.
14

These types are treated somewhat differently by different writers.
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tropes would be considered the decoratio.15 Finally all of these elements come together
within the executio—the performance.
It is within the second canon, the dispositio, that the themes of a musical
composition are organized. Mattheson’s outline of a musical dispositio can be seen in
figure 7.2. The organization of the dispositio should not be considered a rigid blueprint
for thematic structure, but rather one open to interpretation. According to Mattheson, the
organization of the dispositio may or may not have been consciously deliberated. About
this Matteson says:
It in fact no more entered into the minds of the very first composers to arrange
their compositions in conformity with the above ordering than it occurred
naturally-gifted, uneducated orators to follow these six parts
precisely…Nevertheless it is not to be denied…though many times the authors
might have sooner thought on their death than such guidelines, especially
musicians.16

15

As stated earlier, melodic formulas might be considered a type of musical topic or trope.
Today schema is a term sometimes used for melodic formulas of these types. Because my analysis is
concerned with the motivic variation, or tropological revision, the term trope is more appropriate. In the
instances where the pattern or schema functions as a musical topic, I transition the terms accordingly.
Further discussion of the decoratio can be found in Johann Mattheson and Hans Lenneberg, “Johann
Mattheson on Affect and Rhetoric in Music (II)” Journal of Music Theory 2 (Nov., 1958): 193.
16

Ibid., 470.
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Figure 7.2: Mattheson’s Dispositio
According to Mattheson, these six steps describe the best practices for thematic
organization. The exordium “is the introduction and the beginning of a melody wherein
the goal and the entire purpose must be revealed…”17 This exordium may take many
forms, but often this may be some sort of repeated figure, such as a refrain. The optional
narratio may occur between the exordium and the entrance of the main theme.
Specifically, the narratio often comes in the form of a short solo section in the beginning
of a concerto or aria that contrasts against the large tutti sections. I interpret the narratio
to indicate a sort of transition to redirect the attention of the audience. More often than
not, however, it seems like the narratio is often encompassed within the proposition.18
The propositio is “the actual discourse…or goal of the musical oration.” The confirmatio

17

Ibid.

18

Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica: Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German Baroque Music
(Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 81. These three sentences on the narratio are
based on my reading of Bartel.
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is a sort of reiteration of one of these earlier themes.19 The confutatio is when a more
dissonant section or theme is introduced—the musical conflict. The resolution of this
conflict will most often be achieved through the reiteration of the exordium.20 Despite
Mattheson’s elaborate descriptions, he ultimately leaves it up to the individual to interpret
how the rhetorical and musical structures line up. What is clear, however, is that
Mattheson has taken a metaphorical analogy of rhetorical oration and then attempts to
apply it literally—albeit somewhat loosely—to music. Nevertheless, the system is
effective in creating a narrative for what is occurring musically.
Rhetorical Analysis
The first step in a rhetorical analysis is discussing the possible extra-musical
signification of the mode and determining the inventio of these pieces. While Ravel’s
Pavane is in D minor and D Dorian and Gould’s Pavanne uses modal mixture to vacillate
between the major, minor, and the Dorian modes, there does not appear to be a specific
ethos beyond possibly a vaguely antique-like modal quality.
It is, however, more reasonable to consider that Coltrane may have been
considering the affective nature of the modes he used—especially given Coltrane’s
spiritual exploration that led him to consider the link between universal musical meaning
and spirituality.21 Specifically, as noted in chapter five, Coltrane studied Indian music
and spirituality beginning in his modal period and continuing for the remainder of his
19

Harris, Der vollkommemne, 471.

20

Ibid., 472.

21

Lewis Porter, “John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme: Jazz Improvisation as Composition” Journal
of the American Musicological Society 38 (1985): 593–621. As stated in chapter 5, Coltrane was studying
these types of issues in the late 50s and early 60s after he stopped using drugs. Also, evidence of this type
of thinking can be seen in his organization of themes, use of modes, and conscious thought about the
affective nature of music in A Love Supreme.
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life. In Indian classical music the kafi raga in North Hindustani tradition and the
kharaharapriya raga in the Carnatic tradition are essentially the same notes as the Dorian
mode. In Indian music the pathos associated with a particular raga is referred to as its
rasa. In this case, the kafi is associated with the sringara rasas, which is associated with
peace, love, and desire. In Indian music the sringara indicates an erotic love, which is
meant to represent the peace one receives through their spiritual relationship to God.
While the connection between affect and mode in Ravel and Gould are tenuous at best, it
is not entirely excessive to consider this as the possible transhistorical interpretation of
the signification of the given modes for Coltrane. 22
In regard to the inventio of these pieces, I take Leonard Ratner’s cue and consider
the musical topic to be more or less an indicator of the inventio.23 Therefore, the
inventio/topic of Ravel’s Pavane is the pavane dance.24 According to William Caplin,
topics offer semioticians a “resource for the investigation of extra-musical referentiality

22

How Ratner uses early texts to discuss topic style and type is not universally embraced.
Raymond Monelle says that one of the problems with using texts is that we may apply an anachronistic
meaning by way of incorrect meaning. I interpret this statement to imply to sometimes changing
meanings of words. For example, the terms tone and mode in medieval music is sometimes a changing
definition depending on locality and language. In this instance, the use of Kircher’s terms of “style” may
not be the same as it is used in the eighteenth through twenty-first century. Nevertheless, as stated in both
the summary of Klein and Whitehead, in a meta-sense a misinterpretation contains equivalent value as a
“correct” interpretation. This is not a way to couch the argument, but rather as a way to frame discourse
and interpretation from epistemological perspective.
23

Leonard Ratner, Classic Music: Expression, Form, and Style (New York: Schirmer Books,
1980), 1–30. While not directly discussed, other texts consulted on this issue and have formed my
perspective on topics include V. Kofi Agawu, Playing with Signs: A Semiotic Interpretation of Classical
Music (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991); Robert Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures,
Topics, and Tropes in the Music of Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2004); and Nicolas McKay, “On Topics Today,” Zeitschrift der Gesellschaft für Musiktheorie 4 (2007):
159–83.
24

Tom Beghin, “Recognizing Musical Topics Versus Executing Rhetorical Figures,” from
Oxford Handbook on Topic Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014): 551–77.
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and meaning.”25 But, Caplin says that it is exactly the “fluidity” as to what constitutes a
topic that clouds the picture. Therefore, what is inferred by choosing the title of
“pavane”? For example, while the pavane was an Italian dance, over time the dance most
commonly became thought of as a Spanish processional dance—which also happened to
be popular in France.26 The Italian word pavane can be translated as dance, while the
Spanish pavane alludes to a strutting peacock.27 Since Ravel stated the work supposed to
be about a Spanish princess but he dedicated it to French princess, it is not entirely clear
which concept of the pavane he was trying to invoke.28 Thoinot Arbeau’s
Orchésographie (1589) may provide a clearer picture of the purpose of the pavane.
According to Arbeau, “True, it [the pavane] is not as popular as it once was, but our
instrumentalists still play it when a young lady of standing is led to the church on her
wedding day, and when they need processional music for priests, dignitaries, and
25

William Caplin, “On the Relation of Musical Topoi to Formal Function,” Eighteenth-Century
Music 2/1 (2005): 113—24.
26

Maurice Esses, The Dance and Instrumental Differencias in Spain during the 17th and Early
18th Centuries: History and Background, Music and Dance 1 (New York: Pendragon Press, 1992), 696.
The pavane is of Italian origin, however, despite its usage throughout Europe, it is most commonly
associated with Spain. In this regard the pavane may be similar to the folia. For example, the folia de
España—or Spanish folia— most likely originated in fifteenth-century Portugal and later became a
common dance form played on the seventeenth-century Italian guitar.
27

Mark Knowles, The Wicked Waltz and Other Scandalous Dances: Outrage at Couple Dancing
in the 19 and early 20th Century (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company Inc., 2009), 188.
Knowles provides a well-annotated discussion of the etymology of the pavane. He says that the Spanish
and Latin word for peacocking is pavón or pavo respectively, which may have been descriptive of how
formal gowns swayed during the dance. While this has been the largely accepted version of the term, the
name pavane may have been derived from its roots in Padua, Italy. Further confusing the origin of the
dance and its name, Knowles says that Troy and Margaret McKinney posit the dance may have originated
elsewhere. While the exact origin of the dance is not known, they make the claim the pavane may have
been brought to Spain by Hernando Cortéz from America during the sixteenth century as a formal
wedding processional. Whether or not the dance originated in Italy, Spain, or elsewhere and then
migrated to America and back again is not known. For more information, see Troy and Margaret
McKinney, Dance and its Place in Art and Life (New York City: Tudor Publishing, 1936), 56.
th

28

Vladimir Jankelevich, Ravel, trans. Margaret Crosland (New York: Grove Press, 1959), 123.
Numerous sources state the influence of Spain on the Pavane, but to what degree or in what exact manner
is often left a bit vague. This is just one source that alludes to the Spain/Pavane connection.
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members of some notable confraternity…The pavane is easy to dance because it only
involves two simples and a double going forward and two simples and a double going
backward.”29 Whether or not Ravel was alluding to a Spanish, Italian, or French pavane,
his Pavane does convey this sort of dignified processional.
While I have labeled Ravel’s pavane topic as part of the inventio, this is also
somewhat debatable for another reason. For example, Tom Beghin says, “Ratnerian
topics are defined as style-specific, seemingly more at home in elocutio…the third stage
of the rhetorical process…”30 Beghin goes on to explain that the modern concept of topic
theory is where “…topics are musical styles and genres taken out of their proper context
and used in another one.”31 If, according Beghin, we consider Ravel’s label of pavane as
applying to the elocutio, how? It should not escape us that while the “Pavane for a Dead
Princess” has a processional quality and he generally uses a long-short-short rhythm, it
does not share the meter or form that helps to define a pavane. Because, Ravel alludes to
the pavane while consciously subverting many of the traits of a pavane, he intentionally
subverts its meaning.32 Therefore, this type of purposeful subversion relegates it to the

29

Thoinot Arbeau, Orchesography: 16th-Century French Dance from Court to Countryside, ed.
Mireille Backer and trans. Mary Stewart Evans (New York: Dover, 1967). 57.
30

Beghin, “Recognizing musical topics,” 551. The similar discussion of rhetorical figures from
topic theory is iterated by Mirka in “Introduction” 2–4. V. Kofi Agawu similarly discusses the
intersection of topic and rhetoric in Playing with Signs: A Semiotic Interpretation of Classical Music
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 7. Like this paper, he treats the canons of rhetoric in music,
as outlined by Mattheson, universally rather than being limited to the Renaissance.
31

Ibid., 551.

32

How Ratner uses early texts to discuss topic style and type is not universally embraced.
Raymond Monelle said that one of the problems with using texts is that we may apply an anachronistic
meaning by way of incorrect meaning. I interpret this statement to imply to sometimes changing
meanings of words. For example, the terms tone and mode in medieval music is sometimes a changing
definition depending on locality and language. In this instance, the use of Kircher’s terms of “style” may
not be the same as it is used in the eighteenth through twenty-first century. Nevertheless, as stated in both
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elocutio. While according to Beghin’s definition Ravel’s topic functions within the
elocutio, I contend that Ravel’s pavane topic is most proximally borrowed from Fauré’s
Pavane. Therefore, Ravel stays true to the pavane form that he is most immediately
familiar, while Fauré’s subversion of form might place it within the realm of the elocutio.
Ravel’s general allusion of the mood of the pavane as a stately processional supersedes
his subversion of the works’ transhistorical intertextuality. Accordingly, I label Ravel’s
allusion to the pavane dance to be placed within the inventio.
Morton Gould’s Pavanne also alludes to the processional quality of the pavane
dance; Gould, however, has fun with these connotations by accentuating a sort of
peacocking, comedic character. This is most clearly heard in the introductory melody
performed by the trumpets. The arpeggiated accompaniment provides a sort of
“waddling” character, while the melody in example 7.6 is extroverted and seems more
like comedic strutting.

Example 7.6: Gould: First Theme. Pavanne, mm. 5–8.

the summary of Klein and Whitehead, in a meta-sense a misinterpretation contains equivalent value as a
“correct” interpretation. This is not a way to couch the argument, but rather as a way to frame discourse
and interpretation from epistemological perspective.
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The inventio in Coltrane’s Impressions is not slow and stately, but rather fast and
virtuosic. I contend that despite changes to the form of Impressions, the pomp and
seriousness of the Pavane is present. While it would be a stretch to say that Impressions
was influenced by the Renaissance pavane, the piece does somewhat retain the longshort-short dance rhythm found Ravel’s Pavane.
The Elocutio/Exordium: Figures (Tropes)
While it would seemingly make sense to organize this analysis in order of the
canons of rhetoric, I temporarily skip the dispositio. This is because I classify the themes
within Ravel’s Pavane, Gould’s Pavanne, and Coltrane’s Impressions as tropes (figures)
and it is how these tropes are organized that forms the dispositio. Therefore, I first
highlight the appropriate tropes and their possible affective relevance. If we consider
Athanasius Kircher and Joachim Burmeister’s description of the affections associated
with musical figures, two of Ravel’s melodies emerge as most salient: the introductory
descending melody and the rising motive in the B section, both seen in example 7.7.33
The introductory descending melody can be interpreted as a catabasis, which is meant to
convey humility.34 Kircher defines the catabasis in the following manner:
The catabasis or descensus is a musical passage through which we express
affections opposite to those of the anabasis, such as servitude and humility, as
well as lowly and base affections, as in: “I am, however, greatly humbled”
(Massainus), or in “The living have descended into hell” (Massentius).35
33

Joachim Burmeister, Musical Poetics, trans. Benito Rivera and ed. Claude Palisca (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 174–5. The hypotyposis is one of the sixteen harmonic figures and
“…is that ornament whereby the sense of the text is so depicted that those matters contained in the text
that are inanimate or lifeless seem to be brought to life.” While technically a harmonic ornament, the
examples Burmeister provides indicate the importance of affect and melodic contour. Kircher, however,
applies these concepts melodically.
34

Ibid.

35

Bartel, Musica Poetica, 215.
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Christoph Bernard describes a similar but chromatic descending or ascending
passage that spans a perfect fourth that he calls a passus duriusculus.36 While Bernhard
does not specifically ascribe an affect, according to Peter Williams, Bernhard’s passus is
likely in reference to Heinrich Schütz’s similar term. Accordingly, the descending passus
duriusculus “could signal some such broad concept as ‘awareness of sin’ in addition to
specifics such as ‘weeping’ and ‘howling.’”37 The passus duriusculus is sometimes also
referred to as the pianto, which is also characterized by the descending minor second and
its association with weeping.38 According to Raymond Monelle, the pianto is a music
topic that begins the Italian Renaissance but continues has remained in musical forms of
all types since then. While this is a broad assertion, Monelle does go through the efforts
of connecting the pianto specifically with the passus duriusculus. In one such example he
shows how Bach specifically related the two terms and how he used them to indicate
grief.39
The secondary theme in Ravel’s Pavane, which can be also heard as yearning,
would be considered as an anabasis or rather “exalted” or “elevated in thought.” The
exaltation/antabasis example from Ravel’s Pavane can be seen in the first measure of the
bottom melody in example 7.7. The second measure in the anabasis melody appears to be

36

Christoph Berhard, Tractatus compositionis augmentatus (ca. 1660) in Music Forum: Volume
III, ed. William J. Mitchell and Felix Salzer, trans. Walter Hilse (New York: Columbia University Press,
1973), 103.
37

Peter Williams, The Chromatic Fourth During Four Centuries of Music (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1997), 63.
38

Raymond Monelle, The Musical Topic: Hunt, Military, and Pastoral (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2006), 4.
39

Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2000), 69.
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a catabasis. Together, these figures could be interpreted as a moment of exaltation
followed by a moment of humility.
As we have seen, Gould, Shefter, and Coltrane use all of these themes in their
respective works. While the order in which these themes are presented differ, the
underlying semiotic connotations often remain the same. For example, despite the
lighthearted nature of Gould’s Pavanne, the introduction of the catabasis figure (Ravel’s
melody) is used to create a sudden moment of gravity as Gould is showing his respect
towards Ravel’s theme.40 Gould’s B theme, seen in the concept map in example 7.5 as
mm. 60–65, also could be interpreted as an anabasis/“exalted” figure.

Example 7.7: Catabasis and Anabasis in the Ravel Themes

40

Bartel, Musica Poetica, 213–15.
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Similarly, The Lamp is Low theme, seen in example 7.5, also functions as a
rhetorical sigh or catabasis. This interpretation is strengthened by its lyrics in which the
protagonist tells a quiet pause to reflect on an intimate moment while the commotion of
the day fades away. Within the first two measures of Coltrane’s Impressions, seen in
example 7.8, the “exalted” antabasis is the driving melody, which is only briefly offset by
the catabasis melody in the B theme, seen in the concept map example 7.14 in mm.17–19
of the example labeled 15–25.

Example 7.8: Coltrane: Melody. Impressions, mm. 1–8.
In Ravel’s Pavane there are several harmonic moments that Burmeister might
classify as noema—the recognition of a significant idea.41 These rhetorical figures, seen
in examples 7.0 and 7.10, are harmonic rather than melodic. Quintilian describes a noema
by stating, “There is also what our modern rhetoricians call the noema, a term which may
be taken to mean every kind of conception, but is employed in the special sense of things
which they wish to be understood, though they are not actually said…”42 In music
Burmeister more simply defines noema as “a harmonic affection or period that consists of
voices combined in equal note values. When introduced at the right time, it sweetly
affects and wondrously sooths the ears, or indeed the heart.”43 Dietrich Bartel more

41

Bartel, Musica Poetica, 339.

42

Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, Book 8, ed. and trans. Harold Edgeworth Butler (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1920), 289
43

Burmeister, Musica Poetica, 165. This is also one of the sixteen harmonic figures.
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clearly defines the noema as a harmonic figure that is repeated within a work as, “The
focus on a significant though (noema) that effects a recognition (noeo) of the idea’s
significance.”44 While these descriptions are poetically vague and technically difficult to
identity, when listening to the musical examples provided by Burmeister, the meaning
becomes clearer. Burmeister provides an example from Orlando di Lasso’s In principio
erat verbum in which the text is, “Omnia per ipsum facta sunt” (All things were made by
him [God]).45 To ensure that the importance of the text is understood, the texture
becomes homophonic and homorhythmic. In other words, Burmeister uses the change in
texture as a narrative technique to guide the listener to specific moments of importance.46

Example 7.9: Ravel: Noema. Pavane, mm. 10–12.

44

Bartel, Musica Poetica, 239–42.

45

Burmeister, Musica Poetica, 259.

46

Ibid., 203.
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Example 7.10: Ravel: Recurring Noema. Pavane, mm. 26–27.
These moments of significance can also be seen in Gould’s Pavanne, Ahmad
Jamal’s version of Pavanne, So What, and Impressions. The noema in Jamal’s Pavanne
can be seen in example 7.11, while the noema figure in So What can be seen within
example 7.12. It is important to remember that within Gould’s Pavanne, the repeated
chords act as a sort of “call to attention” so that the listener does not miss the upcoming
quotation from Ravel’s Pavane.

Example 7.11: Jamal: Noema. Pavanne, mm. 57–58.47

47

Ahmad Jamal, Pavanne, Epic Records, 1955.
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Example 7.12: Davis: So What Piano Hook48
These noema figures are adapted in the repeated chord motives in Wes
Montgomery’s version of Impressions, seen in example 7.13. The chords in example 7.13
occur at the climax of the piece and they are repeated for the entire progression—which
lasts nearly 30 seconds! Therefore, in addition Montgomery’s noema not only acts as a
climactic moment of the piece, it also directs the listener to an important point in the
music—the return of the main melody. In each of these examples, the common thread is
that the homophony is used to as narrative technique to direct the listener’s attention.
While homophony is sometimes just homophony, the narrative function is evident when
the homophony is set in contrast to music that precedes it.

Example 7.13: Montgomery, Repeated chords, Noema, Impressions, 289–92.49

48

Miles Davis, Kind of Blue, Columbia Records, 1959.

49

Wes Montgomery, Smokin’ at the Half Note, Verve Records, 1965.
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The Dispositio in Ravel’s Pavane
These tropes help to form what I consider as a rebuttal of sorts to each piece that
preceded it. Accordingly, the arrangement of the various melodic figures (tropes) can be
considered as a sort of rhetorical dispositio. Example 7.14 is a possible interpretation of
the dispositio of Ravel’s Pavane.50

Example 7.14: Dispositio within Ravel’s Pavane51
Ravel’s dispositio begins with the accompaniment figure—derived from Fauré—
that provides the underlying basis of the exordium (or introduction) in which to present
the main musical themes. The rolled chord before Ravel’s theme 2 in measure 6 forms his
50

A similar type of analysis can be seen on Leon Couch, “Musical-Rhetorical Analysis and the
North-German Toccata” (PhD Diss., University of Cincinnati, 2003). Couch advocates for this style of
musical-rhetorical analysis both within and outside of music from the Baroque and Renaissance. In
discussions with Couch, rhetorical analysis is somewhat fluid and allows for competing interpretations. In
his view, what becomes important is how the performer, like an actor, decides to characterize the text—or
in this case themes. Accordingly, some themes will be indisputable and require a certain
description/performance, while others are less fixed.
51

Exordium, mm. 1–2; Narratio, mm. 7–9; Propositio, mm. 13–15; and Confutatio, mm. 37–40.
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narratio. This is followed by what can be considered a reiteration of the first theme—
except with alterations. This is also the catabasis melody that alludes to the love theme
from Chabrier’s Idylle.
While the melody in m. 13 may not initially appear to be related to the opening
themes, its overall melodic contour similarly outlines a descending perfect fourth from
the F-sharp to the C-sharp. Because this is the first variant that substantially departs from
the Idylle melody, I consider this to be his propositio.
Musically, the confutatio is where some sort of dissonance or contrast is used to
metaphorically show how certain premises have broken down. Ravel’s confutatio can be
interpreted to occur within the C of his rondo form. This section is built on a variant of
mm. 3–4 from Idylle and is a stark contrast of mood to the all of the preceding sections.
Throughout the piece Ravel reaffirms his musical positions within the confirmatio and
peroratio by repeating the exordium seen at the top of example 7.16.
Dispositio in Gould’s Pavanne
Because Gould’s Pavanne shares the same form as Ravel’s Pavane, his dispositio
follows a similar format. For example, Gould’s exordium similarly begins with the
recognizable arpeggiated accompaniment figure used in Ravel and Fauré’s pavanes.
Unlike in Ravel’s Pavane, Gould’s exordium does not begin with a musical quotation in
the melody but rather a new comedic melody, seen in example 7.15.
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Example 7.15: Gould: Exordium. Pavanne, mm. 5–7.
Gould’s propositio can be found within the contrasting theme in mm. 13–16, seen
in example 7.16. This second theme can be interpreted in several ways. In one light this
theme seems to share some of the rhythmic elements and general melodic contours found
in Faurés first Pavane theme, seen in example 7.17. In another light, however, this
melody seems to outline an ascending fourth movement. For example, this ascending
fourth movement can be seen between the E-natural to A-natural in m. 13 and between
the G-natural and C-sharp in m. 14. These two figures are then repeated in mm. 15–16.
This could be interpreted as an inversion of the descending fourth contour that makes up
the majority of the themes in Ravel’s Pavane.

Example 7.16: Gould: Theme B/Propositio. Pavanne, mm. 13–16.
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Example 7.17: Fauré: Melody. Pavane, mm. 1–4.
I consider Gould’s confutatio to have two parts. The first is the introduction of the
Ravel quotation, which stands in contrast to the music that just preceded it. This
quotation can be seen in the first example in the Gould Pavanne line in the concept map
in example 7.5. This is then followed by the melody seen in example 7.18, which seems
to be a variant on the “exhalted” anabasis melody from Ravel in example 7.7. This is
where Gould, with respect, addresses the themes from Ravel as well as provides contrast
to all the other sections of the work. Like Ravel’s Pavane, Gould’s confirmatio and
peroratio can best be considered as the return of the introductory themes found within the
exordium, seen in example 7.15.

Example: 7.18: Gould: Confutatio. Pavanne, mm. 60–65.
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Dispositio in Coltrane’s Impressions
My rhetorical analysis of Impressions can be seen in example 7.19. Within
Impressions, Coltrane’s exordium, which is based on Gould’s confutatio, is presented in
the first eight measures. I do not interpret Impressions as having a narratio, but instead it
progresses straight to the propositio in mm. 16. Because, Coltrane’s proposito is a nearly
unrecognizable version of theme from The Lamp is Low, I interpret this as Coltrane
making his own unique statement. Coltrane’s confirmatio occurs with the repeat of the
first theme before the solo. The solo marks the beginning of the confutatio in which
Coltrane refutes the themes that have preceded him and declares his own musical
identity. Within each version of Impressions, Coltrane reaches a point in which the solo is
the most dissonant. The climax of the confutatio is marked by aggressive squawks, which
begin between halfway and two-thirds through his solo and often continue to the end of
the solo. It is at this point in which Coltrane uses dissonance to convey the discounting of
his “opponent’s” position. The return of the head—or rather peroratio—is where Coltrane
then reasserts his earlier musical positions.
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Example 7.19: Dispositio in Coltrane’s Impressions52
The rhetorical analysis in this chapter is admittedly subjective. This is probably
inevitable in rhetorical analysis and as such much of this comparison is more or less
metaphorical and interpretive. It does, however, help to contextualize how these themes
are used, reused, and transformed. The classifications of the variations of tropes
(decoratio), however, are more concrete. I have omitted discussing tropes in this chapter
in order to devote more time to an in depth study of Coltrane’s tropes and their rhetorical
significance.

52

Exordium: mm. 1–8; Propositio, mm. 17–21; and Confutatio, mm. 35–42.
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CHAPTER 8
ANALYSIS PART II: RHEOTRICAL SIGNIFYIN’ IN COLTRANE’S
IMPRESSIONS
Signifyin’
While classical rhetoric is one way to analyze the broader structure of the works
presented here, it does little to address African-American rhetorical practices in
Impressions. Specifically, classical rhetoric is less relevant in analyzing the tropological
revisions in Impressions. This type of revision, first extensively discussed as a rhetorical
structure by Henry Louis Gates, is part of what Gates’s refers to as “signifyin’.”1
Signifyin’ is most easily seen verbal dueling, such as the African American game
of “The Dozens,” in which double meanings, puns, and word play are used to best one’s
opponent.2 A master of signifyin’ shows their skill through the clever manipulation of
borrowed material, organization, and fluency within improvised performance.3 The
Dozens has been documented in scholarship since at least 1928 and the definition has

1

Signifyin’ should not be confused with Saussure’s signifying.

2

Henry Louis Gates, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 56. I first encountered this example from Brandi Neal, “This is
How I Represent Over This Here Beat: Signifying and Recontexualizing a Rap Sample” (paper presented
at the International Congress on Musical Signification XIII, Canterbury Christ Church University,
Canterbury, Kent, April 2016).
3

While I only briefly discuss the Dozens, the game continues to be prevalent and is considered
an important part of African American narrative structure. One of the most famous can be seen in
Langston Hughes’s poem entitled “Ask Your Mama.” Elijah Wald, in Talking about Your Mama: The
Dozens, Snaps, and Deep Roots of Rap (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 179, may best
summarize the historical importance of this seemingly obscene word game, “The roots of African
American culture are inextricably intertwined, and one can denounce the legacy of racism but not deny its
complexity....[about Your Mama jokes] When slaves were separated from their compatriots and forced to
adopt the English language, it was a form of intentional linguicide.” In other words, as slave owners were
suppressing African languages and customs, these types of verbal games emerged as a way to take
ownership of the language and custom without intervention by slave owners.
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undergone only slight changes. In 1968, Adrian Dove defined the Dozens in the
following terms,
Dozens…a contest to see which younger brother can remember or make up the
greatest number of obscene, rhymed couplets reflecting on the opponent’s parents.
Sometimes called “signifying” or “mama talk.” Sometimes done with fingersnapping accompaniment. Though it may start in fun, it often attracts a crowd of
admirers, and it can easily end in a fight. Not approved by parents.4
Gates, however, attributes the origins of signifyin’ to a much earlier African
myth of the Yorban spirit Esu-Elegbara. In the story, Esu-Elegbara is transformed into a
“signifying monkey” that creates havoc by pretending to relay the words of an elephant to
a lion. In doing so, the signifying monkey manages to trick the lion into thinking the
elephant has been insulting it, which causes an unprovoked fight.5 According to Gates,
Esu is metaphor for how Africans making the passage to America would orally transmit
their stories and improvise upon them in an effort to relive their history and traditions.
Gates says that because the history itself was unwritten, the process and creativity in
story telling is more important that its fidelity to historical accuracy. More specifically,
Gates says, “Esu, god of indeterminacy, rules this interpretative process [telling and
listening to stories]; he is the god of interpretation because he embodies ambiguity of
figurative language…then Esu is a metaphor for the uncertainties of explication, for the
open-endedness of every literary text.”6
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Gates, The Signifying Monkey, 3–5. This quotation is from Oriki Esu, quoted by Ayodele
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According to Gates, signifyin’ is not limited to oral history and has become an
important rhetorical structure throughout African-American music, art, and literature.
About signifyin’ in jazz, Gates writes,
There are so many examples of signifyin’ in jazz that one could write a formal
history of its development alone…Improvisation, of course, so fundamental to the
very idea of jazz, is “nothing more” than repetition and revision. In this sort of
revision, again where meaning is fixed, it is the realignment of the signifier that is
the signal trait of expressive genius…jazz—and even its antecedents, the blues,
the spirituals, and ragtime—and which is the source of my trope for black
intertextuality in the Afro-American formal literary tradition.7
While Gates identifies “pastiche” and borrowing as a fundamental aspect of
African American music, his analysis is more frequently reserved for African American
literature—which is often about jazz—and hip-hop texts; Gates has left the study of
musical structures to musicologists.8 Because signifyin’ has been applied to so many
different types of art, sometimes some adaption of terms is necessary. For example, when
Gates says “fixed,” he is referring to borrowed material, and what Gates calls
“tropological revision,” translates as melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic variations on a
trope. While signfyin’ has a long history in African American discourse, Gates explains
signifyin’ in terms of Derrida’s philosophy of Deconstructionism and Ferdinand de
Saussure’s structural linguistics.9 Specifically, Gates is primarily concerned with how
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intertexts and the altering of familiar tropes can be used to “defer the meaning” (or rather
double meanings and/innuendo), which has rhetorical signification.10
About the process of signifyin’ Gates says, “The artistry of the oral
narrator…does not depend of his or her capacity to dream up new character or
events…rather it depends on his or her display of the ability to group two lines that end in
words that sound alike, that bear phonetic similarity…This challenge is greater when key
terms are fixed…”11 In simplest terms, it is the cleverness in which artist uses borrowed
material and is able to manipulate it. In this regard, I cannot help but see similarities
between Gates’s signifyin’ and Quintilian’s quote on using fixed material,
“discrimination is necessary in the acquisition of stock words; for we are aiming at true
oratory, not at the fluency of a cheapjack.” 12 Both Gates’s signifyin’ and Quintilian’s use
of fixed material are dependent on the skill of the orator.
Examples of signifyin’ in modern hip-hop are pervasive, but the underlying
formula typically includes an artist acknowledging his or her influences, disparaging
those that they consider inauthentic or show weakness, and tropological revising of
borrowed material. On a technical level signifyin’ is about how one finds the differences
not. For more information, see Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Great Britain:
Routledge, 1978).
10
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between texts and changes their meaning. For example, in discussing the role of
signifyin’ in jazz Gary Tomlinson says,
Gates’s theory is not only tropological but archaeological as well…My own
riffing on Gates’s trope of Signification will stress a third essential aspect of his
theory, one somewhat underemphasized, I think, in The Signifying Monkey: its
dialogical aspect. As a figure of intertextuality and repetition-with-difference,
Signifyin(g) is necessarily also a figure of dialogue. It is a trope of mediation
between or among texts or languages.13
To make his point, Tomlinson later uses the various artistic incarnations of Miles
Davis, particularly his fusion period, saying that within jazz one repeats riffs one has
heard, but the goal is always to do it in a novel way. In this sense, every work and period
becomes a larger rhetorical conversation.14
The question in regard to Coltrane is this: if his works are rhetorically and
intertextually responding to one another, what are they saying? Was the artist even aware
that he was doing this or is it something instinctual? Vijay Iyer relays this story about
John Coltrane:
But musical dialogue forms only part of the whole story. In the outtakes to John
Coltrane’s “Giant Steps,” there emerges a revealing, poignant moment of candor
among the musicians. While rehearsing the precipitously difficult piece in the
studio, John Coltrane can be heard saying to his struggling colleagues, “I don’t
think I’m gonna improve this, you know…I ain’t goin be sayin nothin, (I goin do)
tryin just, makin the changes, I ain’t goin be, tellin no story…Like…tellin them
black stories.” Amidst the confounded mumbles of assent from his bandmates,
one colleague rejoins, “Shoot. Really, you make the changes, that’ll tell ’em a
story.” Surprised by this idea, Coltrane responds, “You think the changes’re the
story!” Overlapping him, a second bandmate riffs, “(Right)…that’ll change all the
stories (up).” His voice cracking with laughter, Coltrane admits, “I don’t want to
tell no lies (on ’em).” After a group laugh, the second colleague trails off in a sort

13

Gary Tomlinson, “Cultural Dialogics and Jazz: A White Historian Signifies,” Black Music
Research Journal 22 (2002): 71–105.
14

Ibid., 99. This concept is very similar to Harold Bloom’s in which every work becomes part of
a sort of universal work.

201

of denouement, “(The) changes themselves is some kind of story (man I’m tellin
you).”15
While Coltrane jokes about the narrativity of Giant Steps, I am reminded of a
remark by Flannery O’Connor that it is often only in retrospect that one can see the
underlying influences and meanings of a work.16 It is clear that Coltrane was trying to
signify in his works—or rather create something novel while still alluding to his
influences—but he may not be able to entirely comprehend the totality of what he is
signifying.17 In an interview Coltrane said, “But I’ve got to keep experimenting. I feel
that I’m just beginning. I have part of what I’m looking for in my grasp but not all.”18
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The Cultural Importance of Repetition in Signifyin’
Small permutations of repeated material are a vital part of tropological revision.
According to Gates, repetition is one of the dominant traits within African-American art,
literature, and music. This repetition is also one of the core complaints about jazz and
blues by critics and scholars from outside the African American community that are
found in newspaper reviews, jazz scholarship, and aesthetic criticism through the 1960s.
About this Leonard L. Brown says, “Up to this time, jazz criticism had primarily been a
white-created and dominated industry, with many white critics illustrating little to
knowledge of or respect for Black American history and culture.”19 Amiri Baraka, a
founder of the Black Arts Movement, describes the importance of evaluating jazz in its
cultural context in the following manner:
In jazz criticism, no reliance on European tradition or theory will help at all.
Negro music, like the Negro himself, is strictly an American phenomenon, and we
have got to set up standards of judgment and aesthetic excellence that depend on
our native knowledge and understanding of the underlying philosophies and local
cultural references that produced blues and jazz in order to produce valid critical
writing or commentary about it.20
Therefore, one argument is that while white classical musicians and white jazz
critics sought to attain a more widespread acceptance of jazz, they were appropriating the
style while rejecting its blackness.21
One such example can be seen in a review by Ira Gitler of Coltrane’s performance
of Chasing the Trane, which was recorded at the same sessions as Impressions at the
19
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Village Vanguard. Gitler wrote, “This form of yawp, squawks, and countless repetitious
runs…should be confined to the woodshed.”22 These types of criticism, however, might
say less about Coltrane’s playing and more about the cultural tone-deafness of some
white critics. Robert Snead, like Gates, considers repetition to be a vital part of black oral
history.23 Snead argues that the Eurocentric bias is to emphasize “transformation” rather
than repetition. Snead says that European culture is often concerned with series of
documented moments to show progress, whereas in African culture, repetition—such as
in dance and ring shouts—is used to show respect to an important moment, relive a
communal moment, and attain a spiritual balance. This repetition, however, is not static:
“Black music sets up expectations [through repetition] and disturbs them at irregular
intervals: That it will do this, however, is itself an expectation. This peculiarity of black
music that it draws attention to its own repetitions extends to the way it does not hide the
fact that these repetitions take place on the level.”24
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Accordingly, these African-American musical traditions found their way into
Coltrane’s playing. Brown says, “Coltrane’s use of harmonics, swoops, overtones, slurs,
bends, multiphonics, yawps, and squawks are rooted in the aesthetics of the language of
black American music culture that can be found in performances of spirituals, sankey’s,
shouts, as well as gospel, rhythm and blues, fusion, and even today’s rap.”25
Ingrid Monson describes this use of fixed rhythm versus free rhythms and the use
of tropes as a method of creating a musical conversation—the essentials of storytelling.26
Rhythmically, West African music is built upon the role of one group maintaining a fixed
rhythm or pattern while the other group or soloist is able to vary freely. Within jazz there
are fixed structures, such as the head and the underlying pulse and patterns, while the
performers also have the freedom to vary their rhythms and melodies spontaneously.
Within this musical conversation ideas are traded, fragmented, and transformed.
These techniques, or types of tropes, of intertextual associations, repetition, and
novel revision or variation are at the heart of what Henry Louis Gates defines as
signifyin’. Consequently, Gates considers signifyin’ as a semiotic tool as well as an act a
cultural signifier of black identity and a statement of resilience against oppression. In
practice Gates best describes signifyin’ as a sort of celebration of the differences between
African-American and white American culture and language:
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That [about signifyin’, black culture, and English], it seems to me, is inherent in
the nature of metaphorical substitution, particularly those rhetorical tropes
dependent on the letter (agnominatio), and in homonymic puns (antanaclasis).
These tropes luxuriate in the chaos of ambiguity that repetition and
difference…yield in either an aural or visual pun.
Therefore, signifyin’ can be considered as a rhetorical trope that is meant as a sort
of a pun.27 In other words, signifyin’ is a pun using borrowed material in which the pun is
generated through variation and the differences within the trope. As part of black culture,
this trope takes on great sociological meaning because it is also a way of taking
ownership of one’s language, art, and culture. Therefore, signifyin’ on tropes is a way to
claim ownership and pride of a black culture that has been traditionally disregarded.
About this Gates says,
Black people vacated this signifier, then—incredibly—substituted as its concept a
signified that stands for the system of rhetorical strategies peculiar to their own
vernacular tradition…What’s more, they undertook this act of self-definition,
implicit in a (re)naming ritual, within the process of signification that the English
language had inscribed for itself.28
In less technical terms, during slavery African Americans were forced to abandon
their own language and customs in favor of assimilating in European-American
traditions. The African American response was often to strip the European word or idea
of its meaning and replace it with their own. This meaning, however, may or may not
have been apparent to their owners. Gates contends this practice has become a defining
feature of African American art and literature. Similarly, Coltrane frequently had to
defend his “act of self-definition” in his music, such as when DownBeat editor Don
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DeMichael sent him Aaron Copland’s Music and Imagination. In his response to
DeMichael, Coltrane wrote back,
This book seems to be written more for the American classical or semi-classical
composer who has the problem…of not finding himself an integral part of the
musical community, or having difficulty in finding a positive justification for his
art. The “jazz” musician (You can have this term along with several other that
have been foisted upon us.) does not have this problem at all. We have absolutely
no reason to worry about lack of positive and affirmative philosophy. It’s built in
us. The phrasing, the sound of the music attest to this fact. We are naturally
endowed with it. You can believe all of us would have perished long ago if this
were not so.29
While this statement initially appears to about the role of jazz musicians, the rest
of the letter is clearly referencing the subjugated role that African Americans have held in
America. The subtext of Coltrane’s letter is that he defiantly accepts the criticisms of his
work in order to promote social change. Coltrane goes on, “Change is always so hard to
accept. We also see that these innovators always seek to revitalize, extend, and
reconstruct the status quo in their given fields.”30 In another interview, Coltrane said,
“…in music I make or I have tried to make a conscious attempt to change what I've
found…music is an instrument [that] can change the initial thought patterns that can
change the thinking of the people.”31
Types of Signifyin’ in Impressions
According to Gates, one of the most defining features of signifyin’ is the
tropological revision of fixed material. Coltrane signifies in Impressions through the
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repetition of source material and extensive permutation of four-note melodic patterns.32 It
is within this sources material that Coltrane often borrows fixed material, or rather
melodies, from other composers. 33 Coltrane began using these techniques around 1955
and by Kind of Blue they were a staple of his improvisational technique. It is through
Coltrane’s motivic variation that the borrowed material is slowly metamorphosed. For
example, according to Lewis Porter, a repeated pattern within Impressions is the
descending fourth motive that begins with the pickup to measure 130—the A to E and
then G to D—seen in examples 8.1 and 8.2.34 While Porter identifies this descending
fourth motive, the motive is immediately followed by either an ascending third or fourth
motive. Porter’s motive is the inverse of The Lamp is Low motive, while the ascending
motive is the actual motive. The first note of this figure is highlighted with an arrows and
the rest of the notes are highlighted with a bracket.
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Example 8.1: Coltrane: Solo. Impressions, mm. 123–33.35

Example 8.2: Coltrane: Solo. Impressions, mm. 134–53.
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In a 1963 interview, Coltrane said that his interest in the transformation of
melodic patterns fully emerged around 1960–61: “I haven’t forgotten about harmony
altogether, but I am not as interested in it as I was two years ago.”36 For example,
Coltrane’s solos in Impressions appear to be based on three main types of signifyin’:
variants on borrowed material, harmonic borrowing, and squawks.
Coltrane’s most direct type of signifyin’ can be found within his variations of the
borrowed melodies used within Impressions. Of course, creating melodic variations of
motives is hardly unique to jazz or blues; the key is how they are varied and for what
purpose. Within Coltrane’s Impressions there are at least five primary motives that he
uses to generate his solos. These motives are consistent through every recording I have
consulted: two versions on Coltrane (Deluxe Edition), Impressions performed in
Stockholm (complete transcription in the appendix), and three versions at the Village
Vanguard 1961 (full transcription of Nov. 3, 1961 performance in Appendix I).
The system I use to analyze these motives is an adaptation of the methods
discussed by Rudolph Reti and Nicolas Ruwet.37 To meet my criteria to be labeled a
primary motive, the motive must be frequently used and the motives must be recursive—
in other words they can be combined to create new motives. These motive types, which I
label by source material, may also be related. For example, types 1, 2, and 3 are all
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variations of the melody from Gould’s Pavanne, seen in example 8.3. While these three
motives are based on the same source material, I have delineated them because Coltrane
treats them as separate motives throughout the solos. Type 4, shown in example 8.3, is
the motive from The Lamp is Low. Unlike the original source material, which is from
Ravel, the first leap is an augmented fourth rather than a perfect fourth. The type 5 is a
descending leap motive. This motive tends to be used in conjunction with other motives,
typically at the end of a short phrase—like an exclamation mark or a period. This one is
somewhat unique in that it could also be considered an inversion of the ascending The
Lamp is Low motive.

Example 8.3: Impressions Main Motives
Within Coltrane’s solos, he frequently extends or combines these motives in
short, repeated, percussive phrases. When Coltrane repeats these figures, they are
continually altered and ornamented. Example 8.4 provides several examples of variations
of the type 1 altered Pavanne motive. As with any thematic variations, sometimes
intervals are augmented but the melodic contour is left intact. Sometimes there are
rhythmic variations, such as in the last variation from the Stockholm 1961 performance,
but generally Coltrane sticks to fast eighth notes for this particular figure. While I have
provided seven examples from the Village Vanguard and Stockholm performances, there
are too many reiterations and variants to list.
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Example 8.4: Type 1 Variants
Variations of the type 2 Pavanne motive can be seen in example 8.5. This motive
contains a sort of type 5 “drop” motive, but it is treated as part of the overall motive. The
first type 2 motive is rhythmically identifiable by its long notes—just as in Gould’s
Pavanne. This rhythm becomes used as a sort of declarative statement within the
beginning of Coltrane’s solo as well as during the climax of the piece.

Example 8.5: Type 2 Variants
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The type 3 motive, like motives 1 and 2, is another variant of the Pavanne theme,
which can be seen in example 8.6. This motive is defined by its arpeggiation of the
theme, which also includes the type 5 “drop” motive at the end. The type 3 motive is not
used with the prevalence of the other motives, but it is reoccurring throughout all the
versions of Impressions I have consulted.

Example 8.6: Type 3 Variants from Village Vanguard Nov. 3 Performance
The type 4 motive, seen in example 8.7, is one of the most frequently used. This
motive passes by quickly in the head, but it used often and its variants are often inverted.

Example 8.7: Type 4 Lamp Variants
While it would be easy to just label the type 5 motive, seen in example 8.8, as part
of the other motives, it deserves separate identification because this two-note motive
becomes obsessed over within the development of the solo. In many respects, this motive
could be considered the ultimate deconstruction of all of the other motives. The climactic
moments in Coltrane’s solo are punctuated with the type 5 motive.
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Example 8.8: Type 5 Variants
These few examples are used throughout Impressions, but it is through their
repetition, variations, and how they are recursively reassembled into new motives that
help qualify them as examples of signifyin’.
Harmonic Signifyin’
The harmonic accompaniment of Impressions is the second type of signifyin’.
Specifically, the Impressions accompaniment pattern is an inversion of the hook in So
What. This creates a sort of question and answer between the works. The So What comp
can be seen in example 8.9, while the Impressions comp can be seen in example 8.10.

Example 8.9: So What Piano Comp
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8.10: Impressions Piano Comp
These two figures show how the pianist, McCoy Tyner, takes Bill Evans’s
accompaniment from So What and tropologically revises it. This is a very simple, but
direct, type of signifyin’. On a deeper but less direct level, the piano also embodies
Ravel’s complex harmony and Ahmad Jamal’s piano playing in Pavanne. This type of
signifyin’, may not be intentional, but it is there nevertheless.
Squawks as Signifyin’
My last example of signifyin’ is Coltrane’s use of squawks. In most versions of
Impressions, Coltrane begins squawking on the sax at the climax of the piece; in the
earliest version however, he used the squawks early in the performance. At the first
performance of Impressions at the Village Vanguard the squawks begin two minutes into
the 8:52 minute performance. In the second version of Impressions at the Village
Vangard, which is 10:59 long, Coltrane also begins squawking at about 2:00. But in most
subsequent versions this happens much later. For example, within the version released on
the album Impressions, which is 14:52, the squawking begins between about 10:00–10:45
and continues for an extended period until the head returns. In most versions the squawks
mostly occur at around between halfway and two-thirds of the way through most versions
of Coltrane’s Impressions. For example, on both studio versions posthumously released
on the deluxe reissue of Coltrane, the squawks begin at about 4:30 in versions that are
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about six and half minutes long. I contend that these squawks could be considered a sort
of signifyin’ that Coltrane uses to bring the work to its apex.
While I have highlighted various types of signifyin’ in Coltrane’s Impressions,
this should not imply that Coltrane was thinking of these motives in this exact manner.
He was, however, trying to assimilate a lot of influences and assert his identity within
various borrowed materials—which is essentially what signifyin’ means. A vital step in
signifyin’, however, is what happens to a piece after others hear it? How do they react to
it and how do they then make it their own?
Analysis Part III: Wes Montgomery’s Signifyin’ on Coltrane’s Impressions
Wes Montgomery’s performance of Impressions further illustrates signifyin’
within the same work but by another artist. In Montgomery’s version of Impressions his
attention to his predecessors is evident, but unlike Coltrane’s Impressions, it is not a
newly composed tune. Accordingly, much of the signifyin’ occurs is limited to
Montgomery’s motivic variation. Montgomery’s version of Impressions was recorded in
1965 at the Half Note using almost the same group of musicians that played with Miles
Davis and John Coltrane. In addition to Smokin’ at the Half Note, both Wynton Kelly and
James Cobb also played include Kind of Blue, Coltrane’s Giant Steps and Coltrane Jazz.
Paul Chambers also played on Kind of Blue, Giant Steps, and Blue Trane. Consequently,
Montgomery’s version is like the Miles Davis Quintet and Coltrane Quartet without
Coltrane and Davis.38

38

This transcription was done in tandem with consulting the numerous anonymous transcriptions
that can be found online as well as published versions. The best of these transcriptions is an unattributed
version, which from the best I can tell may be an early version included on the Hal Leonard “As
Recorded” series of the Wes Montgomery Anthology and The Best of Wes Montgomery.
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While the examples in this chapter are from Montgomery’s Impressions from
Smokin’ at the Half Note, Montgomery is quite consistent how he organizes his solos
throughout all of the recorded versions I consulted.39 In this sense, Montgomery’s solos
are more like a Würfelspiel in which he has a general structural outline as well as general
set of tropes to work from. Then in performance Montgomery metaphorically spins the
dice as to where he will place the tropes.40

39

I also consulted and did partial transcriptions of Montgomery’s performances from a 1965
concert in Belgium 1965 and an unreleased recording from a Nov. 6, 1965 performance at The Half Note.
40

Lawrence Zbikowski, Conceptualizing Music: Cognitive Structure, Theory, and Analysis
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). Musikalisches Würfelspiel is a game possibly attributed to
Mozart in which cliché musical “blocks” are chosen via the dice roll and pieced together to form a waltz.
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Montgomery’s Signifyin’41
Like John Coltrane, Wes Montgomery signifies through the repetition and
variation of motives derived from Pavanne and the Lamp is Low. Unlike Coltrane,
however, Montgomery’s tropological revision is a derived from smaller motivic sets and
he is more likely to stay within the mode. For example, the introduction is essentially the
three-note motive seen in example 8.11, that later Montgomery shortens to simple a 1-3-1
motive. The ending of the phrase can be identified through an implied minor ii chord
followed by a half cadence on the minor v chord. In example 8.11 the Pavanne motive,
labeled 1a, is based on the first, second, and third scale degrees; however, this motive
most commonly reoccurs in some version of 1-3-1—or root, third, root. The second
motive, or 1b, can be analyzed two ways: it could be considered as just an extension of
motive 1a or it could be looked at as minor seventh chord. Because of the harmonic
change in measure 3–4, I consider this as subset of 1a and label it 1b. The point, however,
is that this subset motive is treated recursively in Montgomery’s solos.

Example 8.11: Montgomery: Opening Pavanne Motive 1a and 1b. Impressions, mm. 1–7.

41

Of the versions of Impressions performed by Wes Montgomery, the main version I reference
is from the album, Smoking at the Half Note. The performers on this recording and the Miles Davis’s
Kind of Blue significantly intersect. Specifically, Davis’s rhythm band on Kind of Blue—Wynton Kelley
(piano on Freddy Freeloader), Paul Chambers (bass), and Jimmy Cobb (drums)—also supported
Montgomery on Smoking at the Half Note. Other versions that I have consulted include an unreleased
matinee radio broadcast on Nov. 6, 12, 1965 from the Half Note, as well as a live video performance from
Belgium, April 4, 1965 with Stan Tracey (piano), Rick Laird (bass), Jackie Dougan (drums), and Ronnie
Scott, Wes Montgomery: Live in ‘65, Jazz Icons Series 2007
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The Pavanne motive 1c is found in the final two measures of the head and
functions as a half cadence in measure 8. This motive, seen in example 8.12, can also be
considered a variant of the descending fourth motive seen in Ravel’s Pavane melody. The
motive can be identified through the 1-6-5 scale degrees or more simply through its
outline of 1-5.

Example 8.12: Montgomery: Pavanne motive 1c. Impressions, mm. 6–7.
Example 8.13 illustrates just a few instances in which these motives are used
during Montgomery’s solo. Each of these examples represent the first time Montgomery
presents a tropological revision of the Pavanne 1a, 1b, and 1c motives. Beyond the initial
presentation, the figures are then often transposed and combined with other motives.

Example 8.13: Montgomery: Pavanne Motives 1a, 1b, and 1c in Action. Impressions.
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Motive 2
The second motive, labeled 2a, 2b, and 2c, is a variant on the ascending fourth
motive that Coltrane borrowed from Lamp is Low and Ravel’s Pavane. Unlike Coltrane,
Montgomery initially performs the Lamp motive 2a as a sort of rhythmic “hit,” possibly
to imitate a horn section, seen in example 8.14.42 Lamp motive 2b is simply an isolated
rhythmic hit, which is also seen in example 8.14. Lastly, Lamp motive 2c is a sort of
augmented inversion of the original motive, also seen in example 8.14. Montgomery not
only uses this motive within the head but also to begin his solo, seen melodically in the
second measure of example 8.15.

	
  
Example 8.14: Montgomery: Lamp is Low Motives 2a, 2b, and 2c. Impressions, mm. 20–
3.

Example 8.15: Montgomery: Lamp Motive 2a at the Beginning of the Solo. Impressions,
mm. 7–9.
42

I have not been able to find any substantive documentation that Montgomery intended to
imitate horn hits. Montgomery is famous for his use of octaves and this has become part of the lore about
him. For example, Jim Ferguson of Guitar Player Magazine said in an interview with NPR, “He
[Montgomery] played the guitar like a horn, for instance. He phrased like a horn player and it just really
caught people’s imaginations. It was really different.”
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Motive 3: The Laughing Motive or “Mocking” Motive
During the solo Montgomery uses a motive that sounds almost like laughing.
Similarly, on the recording one can faintly hear the band, audience, or maybe
Montgomery himself laughing while he is playing these motives. Examples 8.16 and 8.17
are the “laughing” motive, which are respectively three-note and two-note glissando
motives that descend sequentially. In terms of signifyin’ it would be a stretch to say that
Montgomery is mocking Coltrane, someone for whom he had great respect, but it does
show a playful alteration that is meant to show his novelty as an artist.

Example 8.16: Montgomery: Laughing Motives. Impressions, mm. 113–120.

Example 8.17: Montgomery: Laughing Motive. Impressions, mm. 201–208.
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Motive 4: Repeated Chord Motive
One way that Montgomery sets himself apart from Coltrane is in his use of the
repeated chord motive to bring the piece to its apex, seen in example 8.18. While the
repetition of these chords builds excitement, they also prepare the band for the return of
the head. These chords are significant because while they are present in Gould and
Jamal’s versions of the Pavanne, they are curiously absent from Coltrane’s Impressions.
Therefore, the use of this motive is a way for Montgomery to acknowledge the Pavanne
in a way that Coltrane does not. It is likely that Montgomery understood that Coltrane’s
melody was a quotation of Gould’s famous theme.

Example 8.18: Montgomery: Extended Repeated Chord Motive. Impressions, mm. 289–
296.
Recursion of Motives
Montgomery uses all of these motive recursively to solo—with alterations of
course. For example, in example 8.19 the first phrase is a combination of the Pavanne
motive 1a, a’, Lamp motive 2a, and a variation of the 1c motive. Similarly, the second
phrase is a reassembly of the 1a, 2a, 2c, and 2b motives. This type of fragmentation of
small motives is prevalent throughout Montgomery’s solo.
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Example 8.19: Montgomery: Examples of Recursion. Impressions, mm. 46–51.
Montgomery’s performance is equally defined by what he does not do. On
Coltrane’s Impressions he frequently performs sections of the solo well outside of the
harmony, mode, and includes extensive chromaticism. Montgomery, however, relies
more on playing his motives in the mode and works harder to create a sense of groove
between the melody, moving octaves, and his accompaniment. Also, Montgomery
generally treats the entire piece much more like a theme and variations from classical
music; each section of solo is a sort of variation based on one basic technique or general
pattern. While Montgomery does not often repeat a particular fragment more than 4–6
times, the exception to these rules is at the climax of the solo in measure 290 in which
Montgomery performs the strummed chord pattern for 40 bars before returning to the
head.
The most prevalent aspect of Montgomery’s performance is the amount of ideas
he takes from Coltrane’s solos and then boils them down to much smaller recursive
motives. For example, the Lamp is Low motive is only three notes ascending, while the
overall descending fourth motive can be seen between the B-flat and F-natural in
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example 8.14. What becomes clear is that Montgomery uses a more limited set of
motives to recursively fashion new patterns. This makes his solos seem to have more
repetition—which makes sense considering the dance groove he maintains throughout.
Montgomery’s Impressions contains the totality all of the works discussed in this
dissertation through direct and indirect referencing. It is with Montgomery that we can
see the most direct examples of signifyin’ between performances. By this point, however,
these references have distilled and reformulated so many times that neither the performer
nor the audience may longer consciously recognize them.
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION
One of the benefits and downfalls of having spent nearly all of my adult life in
school, as a student and professor, is that you cannot help but to glean bits of knowledge
about a lot of subjects. It changes how you look at the world, but the connections you see
between disciplines constantly need to be challenged. Is there a true connection between
them or is it only metaphorical? Therefore, throughout this dissertation, I have tried to
organize my thoughts around the following themes:1
1) What is the circle of influence during the composers’ early years?
2) What were the circumstances, particularly economic circumstances, that
pushed these artists in a particular direction?
3) How did these artists assimilate and try to escape their anxiety of influence?
4) What are the intertexts that help to better understand the work?
5) Because these works all occurred when these men were at the precipice of
“becoming” the artists they were to become, what led to this breakthrough?
Through these artists we see how a simple piano miniature was continually
reinvented and eventually transformed into a virtuosic jazz standard. During this process,
however, how did these artists reconcile their artistic integrity with their economic
necessities? How did they still manage to be innovative and create great works of art in
spite of their various struggles? Ravel struggled with attaining recognition as he was held
back at the conservatory or overlooked for the Prix de Rome; then when he did get
1

J. Peter Burkholder, “The Value of a Music History Survey,” Journal of Music History Pedagogy
5 (2015): 61–2; see also J. Peter Burkholder, “Music M401 History and Literature of Music I: How to
Write a Music History Paper,” http://courses.music.indiana.edu/m401/M401how2.html#what. (accessed
January 22, 2017). These coincide with what Peter Burkholder describes as the major themes of
musicological research: 1) “the people who created, performed, heard, and paid for this music,” 2) “the
choices they made, why they made them, and what they valued in music,” 3) “how their choices reflect
both tradition and innovation,” and 4) “borrowing and reworking existing pieces to create new ones.
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recognition for Pavane, one of his most famous works throughout his lifetime, he did not
seem to be terribly proud of it. Nevertheless, possibly out of necessity, he created
numerous arrangements of it. Similarly, Morton Gould desperately wanted recognition
within the classical hierarchy, but he was overlooked because of the commercial quality
of his music. Even John Coltrane, who created one of the most innovative evolutions of
the Pavane, was possibly searching for the next My Favorite Things. I think we often
tend to forget the humanness of musicians who have become icons. Therefore, the study
of their struggles shows not only some of their extrinsic motivations, but also their
humanity. It provides glimpses into the world that existed when a particular work was
created and perhaps of the inner world of the composer at his formative stages. Hence, in
addition to focusing on the lineage of musical intertexts, I have also focused on the origin
story of each of these artists.
A question every musicologist should ask more often is, in the memorable words
of Peter Burkholder, Who cares?2 While chapters two through five are primarily
concerned with addressing the aforementioned themes, the question of “so what” or “who
cares,” is a bit more subjective and based on personal experience. One of the pivotal
moments in my musical life was going to the library and listening to the vinyl LP of
Julian Bream’s guitar transcription of the Pavane by Ravel. Similarly, listening to Wes
Montgomery’s performances of Impressions and Up and At It, made me take up jazz
guitar as a doctoral student. It was pure serendipity that when I began this project by
making a transcription of the Montgomery solo, I realized its connection to the Pavane. If

2

J. Peter Burkholder, “Keynote Address” (paper presented at annual meeting for the College
Music Society Southern Chapter, Memphis, Tennessee, February 2011). In this talk, Burkholder said the
main question he asks his students to confront is simply: Who cares?
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I take a phenomenological view of all this, I can extrapolate it to: If I care about this
music, the experience it has provided me, and I find the intersections between the works
interesting, then others must have had similar experiences and must care as well.3
Because of the subjectivity of this question and answer, I consider the “who cares”
question to be one of interpretation. Therefore, chapters six through eight provide a
critical and theoretical reading of the intertexts between these works. These sorts of
intertexual relationships tell us a lot about the underlying meaning of a piece of music, its
influences, and even its universality.
While I generally stick with more of a meta-analysis of the broader rhetorical
structures in the works in chapter 7, the structures in Coltrane’s Impressions required a
cultural as well as more specific motivic analysis in chapter 8. I contend that these
rhetorical structures, both topical and tropological, can be viewed through the lens of
both European classical rhetoric and the African American rhetorical concept of
signifyn’. It is precisely in these composers’ attempts to break free from their influences
that they paradoxically show their influences most clearly. The use of classical rhetoric is
appropriate because at each level is the pervasive influence of European classical music;
but the use of African and African American rhetoric is also important because of the
importance of jazz in African American history, especially during the 1960s.
Of all of these works, Impressions most dramatically represents a musician
reaching their full potential. While Coltrane, with the mentoring of Miles Davis, had
already established himself as a master on albums like Giant Steps and Blue Train, I
3

Robert Hatten, “A Discourse on Musical Values,” in Music: Function and Value, vol. 1.
Proceedings of the 11th International Congress on Musical Signification, Kraków, Poland, September 27–
October 2, 2010, ed. Teresa Malecka and Malgorzata Pawlowska (Kraków: Akademia Muzyczna w
Krakowie, 2013), 56–74. In this article Hatten discusses the methodology and validity of trusting one’s
personal phenomenological experience and overall values as a representation of a larger group.
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contend that he had yet to record the works that displayed his full musical maturity. My
rhetorical analysis of Impressions presents Coltrane as musically breaking away from
Davis and increasingly taking intellectual risks with his music. I also consider this work
to the embodiment of Coltrane’s awakening spirituality and his embracing of his racial
identity that coincided with the Black Arts Movement. Works like Impressions were
criticized for being too long and repetitive and were even described as “anti-jazz.”
Coltrane, however, appeared to be comfortable taking this criticism—possibly because he
knew, “They don’t get it now, but they will.” I consider the November, 1961 period,
when Impressions was performed at the Village Vanguard, to be the breakthrough point
that led to his most musically mature works such as A Love Supreme.4 To focus on the
point of breakthrough allows us to more easily dissect the musical DNA that led to his
greatest works.
My goal has been to create a larger meta-narrative in which each chapter
functions as a localized narrative. It has been my goal for each chapter to provide a
substantial study of the intertexts within the larger interexts. I hope that when one reads
the chapters linearly, they make complete sense, but after reading the whole paper, one
can reread it and see additional layers within each of these local narratives and the music.
For example, I had listened to Ravel’s Pavane for nearly twenty-five years, but when I
first listened to Gould’s Pavanne I could not hear a single connection between the two.
Once I noticed the Ravel quotation before the B section, however, now I cannot escape it.
Similarly, when I listen to Impressions, those bits and pieces from all the previous works

4

It is also during these dates that Coltrane recorded Chasin’ the Trane, which is frequently
regarded as another major breakthrough in his artistic maturation.
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jump out at me instantly. At that point, a rhetorical dialogue between the works seems to
be quite clear. This informs how we hear each piece of music and how we interpret both.
Unresolved Issues
There are still three issues, however, that may still need some closure. Tying up
these few specific loose ends may provide additional insight into all of these overarching
themes. One of the niggling, but possibly not so trivial questions, is whether or not the
pavane is a topic. While Ratner discusses a topic in the context of dances, over time there
has been a lot of inconsistency in how scholars apply the term. In recent years, the
definition of a topic has ranged from a sort of catchall for some broad concept or formal
concept transferred into a new piece, to the specific borrowing of small musical figures.
For example, in regard to dance forms, Ratner indicates that a topic is an overall allusion
to form and style.5 Ratner limits his discussion of topics to music of the eighteenth
century that uses some sort of aspect that alludes to the “picturesque” quality of specific
dances. Robert L. Martin focuses the topic on social function by saying it is “allusions
within a piece of music to well-known kinds of music associated with various social
settings such as the hunt, the courtly dance, religious rituals, etc.”6 Martin’s definition of
the topic, like many scholars today, is not limited to eighteenth-century music. Raymond
Monelle, however, considers specific melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic formulas the most
important feature of a topic.7 Like Martin, Monelle applies the trope to music through the
twentieth century. Monelle’s definition, however, sounds uncomfortably close to that of a
5

Leonard G. Ratner, Classic Music: Expression, Form, and Style (New York: Schirmer Books,

1980), 9.
6

Robert L. Martin, “Musical ‘Topics’ and Expression in Music,” The Journal of Aesthetics 53
(Autumn 1995): 417.
7

Raymond Monelle, The Musical Topic: Hunt, Military March, and Pastoral (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2006).
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trope. While some of these definitions of topics are fairly specific, most generally leave a
great deal of leeway as to what constitutes a topic. It does not appear that the topic needs
to be an exact melodic or rhythmic quotation from the original form. Instead, it merely
needs to convey a sense of a particular dance.
While I try to stay relatively true to the original Ratner version, I cannot help but
to embrace some aspects of these other definitions. My position is that Ravel knew what
a pavane was—he often used Spanish idioms and had knowledge of Renaissance music—
but may have decided to only use a few general aspects of it: mood and processional.
This is certainly meets both Ratner’s and Martin’s definitions of a musical topic.
An additional part of this story is that Ravel’s contemporaries in France had been
taking Spanish dance forms from the Renaissance and loosely alluding to them.
Therefore, while Ravel references some general aspects of the sixteenth-century pavane,
his most immediate reference is the adaptation of the pavane topic of his contemporaries.
Further clarifying my position is that Ravel’s acceptance of some of these aspects of the
pavane topic and negating others has rhetorical significance.8 Of course, all of this may
be a complicated way of saying something that is relatively simple: Ravel, who always
liked Spanish idioms, probably copied aspects of Fauré’s Pavane and, like Fauré, he took
some liberties with it.
With this in mind, does it matter whether or not Ravel did this on purpose? I think
the answer to this ontological problem comes from Derrida: “We are disturbed by that
which, in the concept of sign—which has never existed or functioned outside the history
of [the] philosophy [of presence]—remains systematically and genealogically determined
8

Tom Beghin, “Recognizing Musical Topics Versus Executing Rhetorical Figures,” from
Oxford Handbook on Topic Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014): 551–77.
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by that history.”9 My interpretation of this, applied to music, is that the meaning of a
symbol or thing changes over time, but on some level it still contains elements of those
previous meanings. The next sentence by Derrida solidifies my position: “It is there that
the concept and above all the work of deconstruction, its ‘style,’ remain by exposed to
misunderstanding and nonrecognition.” In other words, it does not matter whether Ravel
uses the exact musical traits of the Renaissance pavane in his Pavane because, while he
may omit these traits purposefully or by accident, the meaning of the word pavane is
bound by its historical meaning and our understanding of it. Simultaneously, the pavane
topic is also paradoxically freed from those strict definitions due to Derrida’s allowance
of “misunderstanding and nonrecognition” in its reinterpretation.
In this regard, we have Ravel’s Pavane versus the actual pavane dance. Another
way to approach this issue is Derrida’s concept of différance.10 They are same word but
very different types of pavanes, but it is within the contradiction of their differences that
we discover new meanings. Again, this allows us to treat the pavane topic a little more
freely as long as we are transparent about our knowledge of their similarities and their
differences.
Therefore, if we accept this interpretation of the pavane topic, we can see that
subsequent pieces that I have presented often share this topic. Both the versions of
Pavanne by Morton Gould and Ahmad Jamal use the same basic pavane topic. Granted,
9

Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty (Baltimore: John Hopkins
University Press, 1997), 14.
10

As a reminder, this is a repost of note 9 in chapter 8. Derrida’s différance is an incorrect
spelling of the word différence. Both words sound exactly the same, but the meaning is different. The
difference between the two words, as with all words, is deferred meaning. In the simplest terms possible,
language is a system of signs but the system itself is inadequate. Therefore, we can look to the
differences, the space between the words and their concepts, to find meaning. Further, meaning is derived
as much by what a concept is as it is derived from what it is not. For more information, see Jacques
Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Great Britain: Routledge, 1978).
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this is not the pavane topic of the sixteenth century, but rather that of Ravel’s Pavane.
Both of these versions stick with the overall form and overall organizing aspects from
Ravel’s Pavane. If, however, we apply Monelle’s more specific definition of the musical
topic, we do not have to look much further than the rhythm of the opening measures of
Ravel’s Pavane to find its musical topic. For example, in Pavanne, The Lamp is Low,
Errol Gardiner’s Pavane Mood, and Impressions, we can see this same rhythmic pattern
repeated. Specifically, these composers morph Ravel’s rhythmic topic with the fox trot.
Again, we can see the rhythmic pattern of both Ravel’s Pavane and the subsequent pieces
by looking at the first two measures of Bert Shefter’s Tested Patterns in example 9.1.

Example 9.1: Bert Shefter Song Pattern 3711
It is possible to argue that by the time Impressions was composed, the topic had
been stretched too far and it no longer resembled either the sixteenth or the nineteenthcentury version of the pavane. Even in this case, however, the same rhythmic Monelletype topic is present. Because I generally refer a more limited definition of the pavane
topic, I consider the use of form and overall processional mood, or and how the
11

To the best of my knowledge Modern Music Inc. is not longer in business and their copyrights
do not appear to have been acquired by anyone. Therefore, this reprint is believed to be public domain.
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composers have manipulated those elements, to be musical topics. I believe the rhythmic
figures seen throughout these versions have more tropological significance. Nevertheless,
by every definition of a topic, the pavane is a type of topic for these pieces—but the topic
itself evolves over time.
Another question I find myself returning to is whether the use of classical
rhetoric, and specifically its application to music by Renaissance writers is an acceptable
method to approach this music. What does it say and is it valid? The answer to this is
somewhat simple: I believe that the answer is yes. As Quintilian said:
It in fact no more entered into the minds of the very first composers to arrange
their compositions in conformity with the above ordering than it occurred
naturally-gifted, uneducated orators to follow these six parts
precisely…Nevertheless it is not to be denied…though many times the authors
might have sooner thought on their death than such guidelines, especially
musicians.12
Again, our intentionality does not necessarily matter because these stages of
rhetoric, whether by some universal law or cultural learning, are common formal
structures of our art, literature, and music throughout history. Simply stated, these
structures have become part of how we do things—to the point we may have stopped
noticing that we use them. Another way to think of this: When was the last time you had
to put any thought into the process of buying a lunch at a fast food restaurant? We have
encountered this schema so many times that we do not think about how we look at the
menu, choose a line, order, pay, and then step aside and wait. It seems like a given, but
this is actually a pretty complicated set of unspoken actions. Similarly, we have used
predictable rhetorical patterns throughout our lives to a point where we have simply
stopped noticing.
12

Quintilian, Instituio Oratoria Book IV– VI, ed. G.P Goold and trans. H.E. Butler (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 470.
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In my analysis it becomes apparent that a larger rhetorical dialogue emerges
between these works over many generations. Again, I refer to the concept map that shows
all of the melodic intertexts from Idylle to Impressions, seen in example 9.2. It is clear
that these works are referencing each other and how they are placed within each new
work takes on importance in how it is used within the overall structural organization.

Example 9.2: Musical Borrowing from Chabrier through Coltrane Concept Map13

13

Peter DeRose, Bert Shefter, and Mitchell Parish, The Lamp is Low (New York: Robbins Music
Corporation, 1939); and John Coltrane, Coltrane (Deluxe Edition), Impulse, April 16, 2002.
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All of this reveals a possible problem in intertextuality and narrativity in music.
Do we impose ourselves too much into the interpretation? At what point does modern
critical theory veer precariously into creative storytelling? While narrative interpretations
of music allow for a great deal of flexibility, I have tried to keep these within reason: my
guide has been to stick with commonly accepted definitions of intertextuality and rhetoric
in music.
The final question that I find myself returning to is whether it is useful to use the
term signifyin’ for Coltrane’s style of melodic variation: it seems a rather large burden for
every motivic variation by Coltrane to represent some sort of totality of African
American history and culture. Moreover, motivic variation is found in all kinds of music:
what would a piano sonata or chaconne be without repetition and variations? The answer
is that historical context and style matters, and that Impressions was written, performed,
and recorded within an art form strongly associated with black culture and at a time when
black jazz musicians, Coltrane emphatically included, were deliberately reclaiming that
culture. And within that culture, signifyin’, whether the artists were consciously aware of
the term or not, was a standard and universal rhetorical strategy. Signifyin’, I want to
suggest, is an effective way of analyzing both the cultural and musical signification of
manipulating well-known tropes in Coltrane’s work because it is ultimately an act of
“self-definition.”
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Final Thoughts
As I write these words, I have just returned from a weekend of two conferences: I
attended the annual Southern Chapter of the College Music Society in Clarksville,
Tennessee and then presented a paper at The Improvising Brain Symposium III in
Atlanta, Georgia. And while both of them represent scholarly discourse about music, it is
hard to imagine two more different environments. The CMS had, as usual, papers,
recitals, and lecture-recitals from a variety of musical disciplines, most of them accessible
to just about any educated musician; The Improvising Brain, in contrast, featured
theorists, musicologists, educational researchers (both in and out of music),
psychologists, and neuroscientists, and its papers are difficult, complex, and technical,
appealing to a much smaller and more specialized audience. I loved them both, but again
I am always forced to confront the “who cares” question in both my own and others
work. Does my work stand up? Why do I do this? Why am I here with all these strange
people who are just as socially awkward as myself? What is wrong with us that we
cannot help but to talk the music to death—often in a needlessly complex manner? I think
the answer is that we cannot help but try to find out why this music means so much to us.
Sometimes it is not enough just to play the music, you have to find out as much about it
as you can.
After several hundred pages of writing, I cannot say that my personal experience
with Impressions will match others’. As I am finishing this degree, I think back to my
early years as a guitarist in college. I was obsessed. I took what little talent I had and
often played just beyond of my capabilities. As a middle-aged man, I now occasionally
bring out those old recital recordings (some on tape) and I hear an intense, sloppy, and
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more often than not foolish young man. At the same time, in spite of the warts in the
playing, I hear a young man searching for their personal and musical identity. In a few of
those moments, I can occasionally hear that search on the verge of coming to fruition. I
may not have been graceful, but I definitely had a plan for which musicians I wanted to
imitate. At points in the Spanish pieces I can hear how I lifted certain elements of
phrasing, rubato, and timbre from Andrés Segovia. In my performances of Bach I hear
myself trying to duplicate Sharon Isbin’s crisp cross-string ornaments and her clarity of
counterpoint. In more “pop” contemporary pieces, I hear myself trying to impersonate the
exuberance of my teacher Benjamin Verdery, while in the more thorny contemporary
works I hear myself imitating the serious narrative quality of Julian Bream. In my
technique, I hear myself trying to be Eliot Fisk—a performer who often pushes their
technique on the verge of disaster or brilliance (although, my attempts often resulted in
the former rather than the latter). As I listen to myself play, I am transported to those days
in high school and as an undergraduate when I sat in the library with all those recordings
that marked my soul in a way that only can happen in those years. In spite of all those
imitations, I hear myself—an amalgam of those performers, but also me. Listening to
Impressions is exactly the same type of experience for me.
In Impressions, I hear both the spiritual and musical search that Coltrane was
going through. I hear him trying to both emulate and transcend his inspirations. Both in
jazz and classical music, it can take a long time before a personal voice emerges. It is
entrenched with sincere but ineffective mimicry. In Impressions, Coltrane had reached
the point where his voice was no longer mimicking others even when he was quoting
them. In other words, when a musician truly becomes an artist. In Impressions we can
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hear snippets of tunes, such as Ravel’s Pavane, which he had played in his late teens and
early twenties, but now they were effortlessly part of his lexicon. Similarly, in Ravel we
can hear him trying to imitate his idol Chabrier by lifting the melody from Idylle.
Throughout his life, Ravel consistently talked of the influence that Chabrier had made on
him. Similarly, Miles Davis was not shy about talking about the influence Charlie Parker,
Ahmad Jamal, and Dizzy Gillespie had on his playing. While Davis’s musical borrowing
in So What might be a little less overt, it is present nonetheless. In non-technical terms, it
is these stories that form our history. It is how our influences embody themselves in our
works, musical or otherwise, that they continue to live well beyond their years. This
influence can be hidden or overt, but it is there. If performers are not musically
responding to the past, what are they even talking about? We cannot help but to want to
confront our influences and then add our postscript.
At most conferences and performances I find myself comforted by the fact that all
these scholars and performers have traveled far to share a moment together. I feel
gratitude because I have been able to have a glimpse into the pieces that have marked
other people so deeply that they cannot help but to play them, create their own pieces, or
research every obscure aspect about them. This process is a big part of what has drawn
me to musicology. I hope that as you finish this dissertation, in spite of the occasionally
thorny analysis, that you have been able to share in that journey. When you listen to the
music, you will feel that searching and mania in Coltrane’s playing. You will hear those
little riffs that he could not help but to obsess over even when others didn’t understand it.
You will hear those melodies that he had heard for years and years and now came out in
this frantic tune.
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After I presented my paper this past weekend, a theorist/composer/jazz player
came up to me and said, “I have listened to and played this tune for years. I never had any
idea the themes went so far back.” This made me happy, not because of my efforts, but
rather because someone else could now hear what I did—and hopefully what Coltrane
may have heard. Coltrane is dead, just as we will be someday, but for these brief
moments we are able to share the experiences of our musical heroes and our profound
experience with their music with complete strangers. I think that as musicologists we try
revisit, relive, and make sense of the ghosts of history. Ultimately, this makes me feel a
little less isolated in the world and connected to something bigger and timeless. I hope
others feel the same.
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APPENDIX I
Partial List of Known Recordings of The Lamp is Low in Chronological Order
Adams, Paul. Mildred Bailey, Mildred Bailey and Her Orchestra (Red Norvo Orchestra).
Vocalion, 4845. 1939.
Tommy Dorsey. The Lamp is Low. Victor, 26259. 1939.
Glenn Miller. The Lamp is Low/Blue Evening. Bluebird, B-10290. 1939.
Artie Shaw. Old Gold Show. August 22, 1939.
Errol Garner Trio. Pavanne Mood. Atlantic 667, EP 509, LP 109, LP 1227, Clarion LP
610.1949.
Carmen Cavallaro. The Lamp is Low. Decca, ED-500. 1953.
Marty Paich Trio. Jazz for Relaxation. Tampa Records, TP-23. 1956.
Frances Bergen, The Beguiling Miss. Columbia Records, CL-873. 1956.
Doris Day. Day by Night. Columbia Records, CL-1053. 1957.
Maynard Ferguson and his Orchestra. Boy With Lots of Brass. EmArcy, MG 36114.
1957.
Oscar Peterson. Bill Henderson with the Oscar Peterson Trio. Verve, 837 937-2. 1963.
Harry James and his Orchestra. Harry James and his Orchestra Featuring Frank Sinatra:
1939. Columbia Legacy, CK-66377. 1995.
Ella Fitzgerald. 30 by Ella. Capitol Records, LPD -92. 1968.
Laurindo Almeida. Classical Current. Warner Brothers/Seven Arts, WS1803. 1969.
Sarah Vaughn. Sarah Vaughn: Live in Japan. Mainstream Records, MRL 24001-D/1-2.
1973.
Don Patterson. The Return of Don Patterson. Muse Records, MR 5005. 1974.
Eddie Thompson Trio with Roy Williams. When the Lights are Low (1980). HEP
Records. 2007.
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Nujabes. Samurai Champloo Music Record: Departure. Victor, EP-23. 2004. (Released
as “Aruarian Dance”)
Robin McKelle. Introducing Robin McKelle. Cheap Lullaby Records, CLR-010. 2006
Melissa Morgan. Until I Met You. Telarc, CD-83684. 2008.
Johnny Varro Quintet. Speak Low. Arbors, ARCD 19418. 2010.
Cyrille Aimée and the Surreal Band. Live at Birdland. Cyrillemusic Records. 2013.
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APPENDIX II: TRANSCRIPTIONS

One aspect that I initially felt uncomfortable about was using preexisting
transcriptions—especially online ones. Nevertheless, the jazz canon of charts and
transcriptions is an ever-evolving part of jazz. For example, fake books have had a long
history in jazz and currently the canon of jazz standards can be seen in The Real Book.
While this seems to be a rather institutionalized book of jazz standards that can now be
purchased through Hal Leonard, this was not always the case. As a young student, the
Real Book was the book that you only got if you knew someone who could find you a
copy. Of course, this has become part of the lore of the Real Book, as well how it came
into existence in the first place.1 Like the fake books before it, The Real Book often has
errors in the transcription. Consequently, because of the book’s popularity, some of those
mistakes have now become the accepted way to perform the tunes. Accordingly, I have
embraced this and created my transcriptions through a combination of entirely
transcribing solos myself and consulting the numerous transcriptions that are floating
around the Internet. I have tried to be very clear of areas that I borrowed directly from
particular transcriptions or used a particular edition as a starting point for my own
changes and annotations. The tools I used in preparing the transcriptions include
1

Barry Kernfeld, The Story of Fake Books: Bootlegging Songs to Musicians (Maryland:
Scarecrow Press, 2006), 129–143. The story of The Real Book is that two students from the Berklee
College of Music likely created it in the 1970s to help finance their education. The two culprits may have
been students of Pat Metheny and Steve Swallow, who were both teaching at Berklee College of Music.
The students painstakingly transcribed numerous standards and “cutting edge” pieces of the day with the
intent of paying for their schooling. In The Story of Fakebooks: Bootlegging Songs to Musicians, Barry
Kernfeld says that in an interview with Steve Swallow, he admitted to providing the students with lead
sheets for some of his works because he knew that despite not receiving royalties, it would help his music
to be performed. While Steve Swallow and Pat Metheny state they knew the students who made The Real
Book, Kernfeld remarks that upon trying to contact the authors that they either denied involvement or did
not return correspondence. While attributing the book to a couple of Berklee students is hard to verify, it
appears to be the most likely scenario.
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Transcribe! and a combination of Yurbud earphones, Sony Noise-Isolating Earphones,
and listening through an ipod run though a full sized stereo with a Yamaha receiver, and
JBL speakers.
While Ahamd Jamal’s Pavanne was an important step towards both So What and
Impressions, I have only transcribed the most relevant sections. Specifically, I transcribed
sections that demonstrate his chord voicing and the main melodies used in other works.
For Miles Davis So What, I have decided on only using the studio-released version on
Kind of Blue. It is the landmark recording and it is the one that everyone would have and
continues to hear with regularity. For the transcription, I used a combination of sources to
create my own version. For the Cannonball Adderley solo, I consulted one completed by
Doc Stewart as my template.2 The Stewart transcription is impeccably rendered and the
only changes I have done to it include transposing it to concert C, omission of some of
the editorial phasing markings, and compiling it with the other solos. The Miles Davis
solo transcriptions I consulted were by John Keady and online several anonymous online
versions. The exact attribution is hard to pinpoint because the transcriptions show up on a
variety of sites and there may be some slight differences between versions. It is not clear
if some of the transcriptions I consulted transcribed or copied from the Miles Davis
Omnibook for B-Flat.3 I also consulted the transcription in Transcribed Scores: Miles
Davis Kind of Blue.4 In “my” transcription, I have largely used a combination of these
sources, checked them against the recordings, and made some changes.
2

Doc Stewart, www.cannonballjazz.net and www.docstewart.net (accessed July 20, 2015).

3

Miles Davis, Miles Davis Omnibook for B-Flat Instruments (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard,

2014).
4

Miles Davis, Transcribed Scores: Miles Davis Kind of Blue (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard,

2000).
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For example, of the performances of John Coltrane’s Impressions, the version that
contained the most consistently used thematic material also seen in a large number the
bootlegged or unreleased live versions, was from the two studio versions that were
posthumously released. Instead the widest released version on album Impressions was an
intense fifteen-minute version from the Village Vanguard. Therefore, for Impressions I
used this version because of it was released in the 1960s for analysis and transcription
and I merely supplemented chapter 8 with several specific examples from the studio
version. I also consulted the transcription from the John Coltrane Omnibook.5 I have
transcribed it into C and consulted a bootlegged recording, but it is mostly unchanged.
For Wes Montgomery, the most widely released version was Smokin’ at the Half
Note. Because his live version from a TV performance in Belgium was also widely seen,
I have also included a transcription of the relevant sections of this performance.6 Another
version I consulted was an unreleased live version from a matinee performance at the
Half Note. While the performance is staggering and sounds like Montgomery, there is not
way to verify its authenticity. I have not been able to find it among any of the
posthumously released expanded edition, it was posted on YouTube, and the announcer
in the recording announces the song as Round Midnight. This could simply be a mistake
on the announcer’s part, but it could just as easily be a guitarist trying to see if they can
pass as Montgomery. The version has strands of musical DNA from the released Half
Note version. In many ways, it is as if has most of the same basic motives, but they are
simply rearranged. While this version helped me to identify many of the major tropes, I
5

John Coltrane, John Coltrane Omnibook: For B-flat Instruments (Minnesota: Hal Leonard,

6

Wes Montgomery: Live in ‘65, Jazz Icons Series 2007.

2013).
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have not included a transcription of it. Nevertheless, the importance in using it for aural
analysis was invaluable. The Montgomery Smokin’ at the Half Note is originally my
transcription, but was later revised when I consulted several unattributed version online.7
The Live in Belgium 1965 version of Impressions was entirely my own.

7

Many of the websites that had transcriptions are no longer in service; but it appears most of them
are based on Wolf Marshall, The Best of Wes Montgomery (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard, 2001).
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